



[image: Death on the Tiber by Lindsey Davis]











About the Author


 


Historical novelist Lindsey Davis is best known for her novels set in Ancient Rome, including the much-loved Marcus Didius Falco series, although she has also written about the English Civil War, including in 2014 A Cruel Fate, a book for the Quick Reads literacy initiative. Her examination of the paranoid reign of the roman emperor Domitian began with Master and God, a standalone novel, leading to her new series about Flavia Albia, set in that dark period.


 


Her books are translated and have been dramatized on BBC Radio 4. Her many awards include the Premio Colosseo (from the city of Rome) and the Crime Writers' Cartier Diamond Dagger for lifetime achievement. Most recently she was the inaugural winner of the Barcino (Barcelona) International Historical Novel Prize.










Also by Lindsey Davis


 


The Course of Honour


Rebels and Traitors


Master and God


A Cruel Fate


Voices of Rome


 


THE FALCO SERIES


The Silver Pigs


Shadows in Bronze


Venus in Copper


The Iron Hand of Mars


Poseidon’s Gold


Last Act in Palmyra


Time to Depart


A Dying Light in Corduba


Three Hands in the Fountain


Two for the Lions


One Virgin Too Many


Ode to a Banker


A Body in the Bath House


The Jupiter Myth


The Accusers


Scandal Takes a Holiday


See Delphi and Die


Saturnalia


Alexandria


Nemesis


Falco: The Official Companion


 


the flavia albia series


The Ides of April


Enemies at Home


Deadly Election


The Graveyard of the Hesperides


The Third Nero


Pandora’s Boy


A Capitol Death


The Grove of the Caesars


A Comedy of Terrors


Desperate Undertaking


Fatal Legacy










Death on the Tiber


 


 


Lindsey Davis


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


[image: HS_new_LOGO (20.75% for B & A)]


www.hodder.co.uk










First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company


 


Copyright © Lindsey Davis  2024


 


The right of Lindsey Davis to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


 


Maps by Barking Dog Art


 


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


 


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 


 


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


 


Hardback ISBN 978 1 399 71958 2


Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 399 71959 9


ebook ISBN 978 1 399 71960 5


 


Hodder & Stoughton Limited


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


 


www.hodder.co.uk










This book might never have been written.


It is dedicated to two dear friends,


one who made me fit enough to survive


and one who saved me on the day:


with thanks and love, for Marcus and Simon.
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Rome and Ostia, February AD90










Colourful Characters


 


Family, drifting along


Flavia Albia


a talented informer, needs a commission


 


Tiberius Manlius Faustus


her tolerant husband, needs a column


 


Their household: Gaius and Lucius the dear little nephews; Gratus the smooth steward; Dromo the dim slave; Paris the cheeky runabout; Fornix the celebrity chef; Suza the hopeful beautician; Barley the shy dog; Mercury the placid donkey; Glaphyra the diligent nurse; Rodan the seedy door-keeper


 


Their workmen: Larcius the clerk-of-works, Sparsus, Serenus, Trypho, and Drax the watchdog


 


No name


the pet who has to go


 


Kicker


the auction-house mule


 


Piddle and Willikins


decoy chickens in Kicker’s cart


 


M. Didius Falco


one-time hero; has he still got it?


 


Helena Justina


his wife, an absolute heroine


 


L. Petronius Longus


his old crony, retired from the vigiles (oh, yes?)


 


Maia Favonia


Falco’s sister, Petro’s wife, a tough woman


 


Rhea


Maia’s daughter, noisy and determined


 


Petronilla


Petro’s daughter, quiet and dogged


 


Tullus


an adorable baby (doomed?)


 


Marcia Didia


Falco’s fearsome niece, the martial-arts supremo


 


Corellius Musa


her partner, a spy on sick leave


 


Others who bob up


Scribonius


a dredger captain who has scooped up:


 


Claudia Deiana


a floater, ‘the Junia Delta’, ‘the Brittuncula’


 


Ulatugnus


her slave


 


Onocles


a priest, moonlighting as a tour guide


 


Cleon


his cousin in Ostia, a landlord


 


Tourists


thank goodness we don’t meet them, except:


 


Margarita ‘Agape’


writing intuitive Scandi noir (before her time)


 


Boy Bonivir


her Nordic hero, what a character


 


Itia


in property, a businesswoman, no ethics


 


Fundanus


dealing in death, no morals


 


Corneolus


a designator, funeral facilitator to the wealthy


 


Petrus


an ambitious slave, saving for his freedom


 


Struthio


a very big bird; keep him in his cage


 


Skyla


a miserable Agassian hound


 


 


On parade, riding the current


The Praetorian Guards


The Urban Cohorts


 


At the Castra Peregrina


a.k.a. ‘Titus’


Princeps Peregrinorum, eight phalerae, ninth pending


 


Julius Karus


three gold crowns and a silver spear, imperial backing


 


The Varduloran cavalry


came in a package with Karus


 


Nicon


an undercover ‘British specialist’


 


The Vigiles Cohorts


The First (Via Lata, Forum Romanum)


dodging the ruckus, if possible


 


Scorpus


enquiries, comes recommended


 


The Second (Isis and Serapis, Esquiline)


can’t avoid it, apparently


 


Vergelius


tribune: close community relationships


 


Titianus


enquiries, just as useless as he seems


 


Juventus


special ops, not as useless as he looks


 


The Third (Temple of Peace, Alta Semita)


keeping out of it


 


The Fourth (Piscina Publica, Aventine)


landed with it, unfortunately: ‘rigorous standards’, ‘honest’, ‘customary thoroughness’, ‘competent and eager’


 


Cassius Scaurus


tribune: toothache and budgeting headaches


 


Titus Morellus


enquiries: rough and occasionally ready


 


Nicon


yes, him again, on secondment


 


The Fifth (Porta Capena, Caelimontium)


also keeping out of it


 


The Sixth (Palatine, Circus Maximus)


Absolutely right in it: ‘those dodgy beggars’, ‘those sad boys’, ‘bunch of idle bribe-takers’


 


The Seventh (Circus Flaminius, Transtiberina)


Passing it back if possible: ‘those idlers’, ‘no reason to hurry’


 


Important Persons, well afloat


Prefect of the City


Rutilius Gallicus, a sick man


 


Prefect of the Urban Cohorts


a homeloving body


 


Prefect of the Vigiles


a delegator


 


A praetor


Corvinus: strongly worded traditional edicts


 


Underworld Professionals, on a turning tide


The Balbinus Pius Gang


(Circus Maximus and Aventine, expanding)


 


Balbinus Pius


a true villain, deceased


 


Cornella Flaccida


his widow, deceased


 


Balbina Milvia


their cute, innocent daughter, left at home by:


 


Florius Oppicus


her husband, recently ‘abroad for business reasons’


 


The Ocellus Gang


(Campus Martius and Tiber South Bank, contracting)


 


Ocellus Gemellus


a once-violent twin, an old timer


 


Ocellus Gemellus


his brother, another old twin


 


Castor


their foot-soldier, with a contract on him


 


The Rabirius Gang


(Esquiline and Quirinal, expanding)


 


Old Rabirius


the criminal King of Kings, deceased


 


Rubria Theodosia (Pandora)


his sister, all too alive, a matriarch


 


Rabirius Vincentius


her son, recently ‘abroad for business reasons’


 


Veronica


left at home, his embittered wife


 


Vincentius Theo


their talented son, deceased


 


Polemaena


Pandora’s baleful retainer


 


Meröe and Kalmis


Pandora’s beautiful beauticians


 


Young Roscius


the hopeful heir (hopeless)


 


Old Roscius


his ancient father, nearly deceased


 


‘Legsie’ Lucius


a runner, immobilised, deceased


 


Gallo


an enforcer, due for enforced sick leave


 


Anthos and Neo


out of sight, collecting rents


 


Turcus


an ‘insurance agent’ (the contract killer)


 


Mamillianus


a retained lawyer, keeping busy


 


The Cornellus Gang


(Aventine, doing very nicely)


 


Two brothers and their sister


 


The Terentius Gang


(Aventine, business suspended)


 


Two sisters and their brother


he’s abroad ‘for business reasons’










Chapter 1


Nobody sensible takes a leisure cruise in February. Only idiots would do it: the kind of well-heeled tourists who turn up in oversized boats with music so loud that their crew cannot hear the protests from commercial craft they are swamping. Down at Ostia and Portus, outward-bound vessels are held up because the seas are stormy and unsafe, so the trippers hang around in the city, annoying the rest of us.


During the lull between Saturnalia and the big spring festivals, people here do not want them. They are too much trouble for too little profit. They catch fevers; they break ankles in potholes; they lose their cash through theft or their own carelessness. At least that makes the locals smile. Occasionally their illnesses or accidents are fatal, which is good for the funeral and carrier trade: embalming and repatriation of corpses to distant provinces command a high price. ‘Chersonesus Taurica? Ooh, that’s going to come at a premium . . .’ But sometimes visitors’ disasters are not accidental. Then, if the authorities can be bothered, they may investigate. If they hire a freelance, it might even be me.


That winter, one group of emmets had arrived from northern Europe. I lived up on the Aventine tops so did not witness their disembarkation, but as a young girl I had been brought up in a house at the foot of the hill, so I had observed plenty of these characters as they paraded in their elegant travelling cloaks, pinned with look at me! brooches. Over the years I defined the people wearing them. The new group, I was later to learn, included the usual bigamists, blackmailers and spongers. Parents hated their children; siblings plotted against each other. Adultery was as catching as ringworm. Hanging on to those who possessed fortunes were hopeful remote relatives, bumbling doctors, cheating accountants and baleful secretariat staff. Some of the tourists had mysterious pasts – feel free to groan. All were extremely self-absorbed, and although they made a lot of noise, none seemed to be enjoying themselves.


It would emerge that the group included oddities: a would-be novelist, barred from a career because she was female; an engineer who yearned to see the Forum sewers; a man from Umbria who claimed he was interested in Egyptology, though he behaved like a spy; and a plump elderly person, who spoke in a mannered accent about a mystic search for truth. Possibly he was a druid. I had met one once. I don’t waste my time on druids.


Along the way these characters had gathered up a solo female traveller wearing valuable ear-rings. She had an agenda of her own.


The main party was plodding the heritage trail. It would be too cold and wet to enjoy monumental sites, but they meant to try. In Rome, once deposited on the embankment, they strolled around, bumping into stevedores, then hurting themselves on bollards. They rebuffed hawkers, believing them to be pickpockets, but cosied up to real wharfside thieves. Porters, aiming to pick locks on jewel boxes, rushed up and offered to carry trunks, bales, lapdogs and invalid sedans; endless haggling ensued. A testy official moved the group on. They asked for the name of his superior; he answered with an obvious lie.


After these people had been led to lodgings, they complained about room sizes and the smell of drains, then hired a guide, who took the job because it was the low season, so he was desperate. At least he knew they would believe any myth he invented and they would eat lunch at his cousin’s bar. He led them around the Flavian Amphitheatre, up to the golden Capitol and into the Imperial Palace with its tiring list of coloured marbles; every evening he shovelled them into more bars, where they were entertained by bare-bellied dancers and sold very nasty trinkets that fell apart in five minutes. They now owned faux-bronze lamps shaped like phalluses, and face creams with poisonous ingredients. What more could Rome possibly offer them? Time to move on.


Athens and Alexandria were calling. Off floated a river boat to take this load of cultured loafers back down to the port, where they hoped to find a freighter with passenger space, preferably with a cabin and cooking facilities. Everyone warned them no ships were likely to cross the Mediterranean for weeks, but these people were not big listeners. Tiber boats plied up and down all the time, after all. Dock workers, commercial traders, and customs officers went to and fro on legitimate business; foreigners who did not know the proper fare were always greeted with a toothless smile. I would guess that neither the captain who took them to the coast nor his half-drunk bosun bothered with a passenger headcount. Luggage may not have been properly assigned. Nor did the tourists pay attention to who came up the gangplank to board with them – or who did not.


One had been left behind.


She had not got out of bed too late to catch the boat. Nor was she smitten with a gigolo she couldn’t bear to leave. She hadn’t found long-lost relatives. She wouldn’t be spending more time in our city because she adored its culture, cuisine and colour. She had passed her last day in Rome, though she was not leaving.


The lady with the ear-rings was now in the river, drifting among the sediment.










Chapter 2


I had never thought much of the Tiber.


In Londinium, where I spent my childhood at the end of the world, the Thamesis flows wide and strong. It remains tidal as far as the new Roman capital, so shipping can move right up the channel, without prior unloading. A Customs House where traders pay their taxes stands on the north bank looking right up to the half-built forum, where bargains are struck, edicts pronounced, and where, in downsized versions of imperial temples, a mixed bunch of gods can be thanked for safe delivery. People who have survived the rough Britannic Strait often turn fervently to religion.


In Rome, as I had learned on my first arrival, the ocean approach had strong winds but was not as hellish as crossing between Britain and Gaul. Even so, landing or exporting goods involved a struggle. Everything had to progress nearly twenty miles inland from the sea by road across bleak salt marshes or via the tricky, meandering river.


Rome had come into existence at an unprepossessing spot where the river could be crossed by a muddy ford or ferry. The Tiber was two hundred and fifty miles long. It came winding down from the Apennine Mountains, crystal clear at first, then picking up as much loose material as old Father Tiberinus could suck in. Silt surged downstream, giving the molten-lead-coloured water a yellowish tinge. Fools called it the golden river; wise people never drank from it.


The Tiber pushed through the city bottleneck, its current sickly with alluvial sediment. In winter it rose and spread widely. The original habitation site had always been marshland, and parts remained squelchy for centuries after Romulus and Remus emerged from their hilltop huts. A couple of small historic temples had had to be built on tall perches to keep them out of repeated floods. However, in summer, there were also periods when the river was not deep enough for commercial shipping. At one point in historic times, a substantial and permanent island emerged in the middle of the stream; only bumboats could creep past, and transport beyond was operated by a guild of specialist navigators who were licensed for that part of the river. Bridges, bearing the names of ancient men of note, had hunched piers that caused worse blockages of sand, tree branches and any rubbish that feckless people further upstream had chucked in. Dead dogs, dumped horses and decaying human bodies were quite common.


Still, silt was the chief menace. This applied all through the city, above and below the bridges, continuing down to the sea. A new port had been built after Ostia became too sludged-up. This basin needed constant maintenance. A linking canal thickened like porridge if no one tended it. For miles out to sea, plumes of escaping silt changed the water colour from glorious blue to queasy green. To keep things as clear as possible, the authorities used dredgers.


One February day, in the glorious fifteenth consulship of our Emperor Domitian and the second of his decrepit colleague Nerva, one of these dredgers caught the attention of my husband and me. Tiberius Manlius, a building contractor, had been at the great Emporium to see whether he could pick up a marble column on the cheap for a temple porch he was renovating. He was a mild man, currently seething.


Back at home we had left sick children who had passed on colds to their nursemaid, quarrelsome staff and unhappy visitors. We had run out of lamp oil and the doors to the dining room had jammed shut, just when the painters who sometimes showed up unexpectedly had indeed shown up, intent on doing a new triclinium fresco. Who ordered The Battle of Salamis, with dolphins on the dado? Who the hell was going to pay for it? What idiot had reckoned its rows of curly waves, trireme oars and fishy tails would dry out properly in winter? Because I, his feisty wife, was growing stressed, Tiberius had brought me out with him. He knew the adage that most murders happen domestically and he didn’t want blood on our atrium mosaic. We had brought the dog with us, keeping her on a short rope because of the bustle.


In the hectic noise of the Emporium, Tiberius, too, became tetchy when a suitable piece at a suitable price could not be found. He was advised to visit the new imperial marble yard on the Field of Mars, an open-air treasure house where they might show him more useful offcuts; he dug in his heels because his grandfather, a marble importer, had never had to do that – and, besides, the word ‘imperial’ gave him indigestion.


We moved outside to the wharf, him chewing his lip and me now playing the tolerant partner.


‘Calm down, darling.’


‘I don’t need to calm down.’


‘Of course not . . .’ Is that the oldest marital exchange in the world?


The river was crowded, which we came to realise was partly because of a hold-up caused by the cumbersome dredging vessel and a barge that took away the silt it scooped up; both were uncharacteristically moored on the Embankment.


‘Hello! What’s going on? Look at this!’


A queue of ferries, lighters and a few larger cargo boats were having to wait to reach the unloading wharf, though that could have been because the men who assigned berths had given up and gone for a break while they waited for a problem to be sorted. The big dredging boat was berthed at what ought to have been the busiest landing bay.


Beyond the dredger floated a flat-bottomed hopper barge, into which silt had been loaded – silt and something else. A grumbling dockhand told us the story, as he went off to get a hot toddy while everything was at a stop. The dredger had stirred up, and picked up, a corpse. This had been quickly tipped out into the hopper barge, perhaps with a view to losing it discreetly later. When people on other boats began shouting, the dredger came to shore.


No one was paying the body any attention when we arrived. On transports riding out in the river, crewmen leaned on rails with a grim patience that said they had seen this before; they hadn’t been impressed on the other occasions and expected nothing better now. Lower in the water a couple of one-man skiffs had their oars laid up while men were fishing. If they had seen the corpse before it was picked up, they probably rowed around it on purpose. Don’t drown yourself in the Tiber: you will be given no respect.


Someone must have called in the authorities. Milling around on the quay was a small group of vigiles troops in their red tunics; the law-and-order lads were acting officious on principle, which meant doing nothing to sort out the standstill.


I am a private informer, when home duties allow, so I noted what was happening, though with only mild curiosity. Drowned bodies were not new. I assumed this one was being dealt with as routine. Tragic, Legate. Someone fell in. Pull them out and call for a clearance cart.


Four men that I took to be the dredger’s crew were being interviewed aboard by a vigiles enquirer. He was keeping them on deck, and had his note tablet out, though was not writing in it. The ex-slaves from his troop just wandered about on shore in case they found anyone to pin to a wall who might be a purse-thief, one who would hand over any stolen purses in order to be let off. Then it would be warm pies all round for the law-and-order boys.


The investigator was new. He was a moon-faced loon with a ponderous manner and I soon viewed him as useless. My uncle, Lucius Petronius, who had done that job before retirement, would already have had his troops on store-to-store enquiries all the way from here to the Aemilian Bridge – and because Petro could command respect, they would have done it properly and not have minded. One would have been singled out for finding a purse-thief while the rest diligently searched for witnesses to the death. Then Petro would have been included in the warm-pies round. Before he licked the last crumb from his beard stubble, he’d have had an idea of who the victim was and what had happened.


This new boy had much to learn.


 


Tiberius Manlius, in his usual way, was soon talking to the vigiles troops. They invited my ever-courteous husband to go onto the dredger. At once Tiberius strode aboard. He cut a lithe figure with good balance on the gangway and a cheery manner now that he had forgotten about his failure to find a column. He had worn his toga to the Emporium, hoping to look important if he had to haggle. It had the wide purple bands of his previous role as a magistrate, so anyone could see at once he was a man of authority. Even a courtesy title counts in Rome. He greeted the investigator, who looked baleful.


My role here as the wife meant I had to stay on land with the dog. The vigiles assumed I was scared of going up the plank onto the dredger’s stern, so they offered steadying hands; I explained that, no, I had once been married to an ex-marine. I could do it. But the boat carried a rat-catcher, a short-legged, heavy-bodied, flap-eared, beagly hound, which had placed front paws on the rail and was looking down as if my genteel Barley would make him a good lunch. I had to keep them apart.


Tiberius disappeared out of view; he must have gone off the other side of the dredger and jumped down onto the hopper barge. For ease of movement, he had left his toga with a crew member. I saw the skipper break away from the enquirer and go with my husband as if he thought talking to Tiberius would be a better way to spend his morning.


I waited patiently. Wives learn to do this.


When they eventually reappeared, Tiberius called down to me that the dredger had fished out a dead woman. He added that her wrists were bound together; he had stayed on the boat in case I wanted to take an interest. He began fussing the ears of the beagly dog, which had barked at him loudly but now changed his attitude and reckoned Tiberius Manlius was the best friend he had met all week. Tiberius had that effect. He had pulled the same trick with me, so I ended up married to him.


There are various ways bodies can end up in the river: suicide, accident, people too mean to pay for a normal funeral – or murder. Bound wrists indicated foul play. Even so, I wanted to avoid being drawn in. I had recently finished a complex investigation and I had a load of domestic trouble waiting for me at home.


I knew it would be kind to identify the deceased, for her sake and that of her family. Of course that assumed it wasn’t her own relatives who had done her in. Typically, your murderer is somebody you know. Where that happens, sometimes my role is to let the relatives know politely that suspicion has fallen on them.


The fact she had been tied up niggled me more than it bothered the officials. I could see they were not intending to do much. I also knew that if the boatmen were left with the problem, they would quietly tip the corpse back into the water. They would know where to drop her so the current would swing her across to the other side. Perhaps a different cohort over there would take more action, though more likely not. I had worked with the Seventh in the Transtiberina ‒ those lads did not like putting themselves out any more than the Fourth did over here.


‘Are you coming up?’ asked Tiberius, not even bothering to grin at me. He knew I could not resist. I was already fastening Barley to a bollard. The vigiles, who were grinning, promised to look after our dog; they held out hands, but I skipped up the gangway unaided as my first husband had taught me. My second husband then received me on deck like a man whose day had improved. No doubt he imagined that if he could finesse the vigiles, I would acquire a new case with a fee from the Fourth’s budget that would pay for those fresco dolphins of ours.


No chance. The Fourth Cohort’s tribune was Scaurus, a notorious tight-fisted misery. He hated to lash out on consultants, even if their solutions beefed up his charge sheet for the Prefect of Vigiles. The prefect himself would rather spend petty cash on lady friends; this was a known fact. Scaurus could not afford a mistress: he was embroiled in a very expensive divorce. It had made him even more bitter. He saw freelance help as unnecessary; he would rather shove difficult case-notes under a pile of rope and forget about them. I was a particular bugbear. In my time I had impressed most of his colleagues with some quiet success, even though I knew none of them would want me around permanently. But every time Scaurus had a drink with one of the other tribunes, they chaffed him: ‘Isn’t Flavia Albia on your patch, that Falco’s daughter? You must find her really helpful when your dopey squad gets in a mess!’


Scaurus would choke if I took on the dredged-up lady. That thought almost made it worth doing.










Chapter 3


The barge felt quite firm at its moorings. It was something like thirty feet long, a solid, powerful working boat with a towing mast near the front; ropes would be fastened when moving the vessel by man- or ox-power along a river or canal, though the mast was currently folded down. Machinery on one end had lines that went to an open dredging well in the centre. There a strong straight arm descended through the deck, presumably with a scoop at its far end, now at rest from its job of lifting mud and scouring the river bottom.


The deck felt gritty underfoot. The crew, wide men in battered boots, looked full of grit too. River people. A different tribe from shore workers. Not necessarily compliant with civic authorities, but too canny to appear rebellious.


Without reference to my husband, I went straight to the vigiles enquirer. ‘I am Flavia Albia, Falco’s daughter, wife to Faustus.’ I nodded at Tiberius. He let me do the introductions, easy with it. Giving a woman this much freedom in public was rare. As a social concept, the enquirer did not like it.


‘Nicon,’ returned the newbie, the least he could possibly give out. His one-word answer did not explain his position, nor acknowledge my mention of my male relatives and the suggestion they were important around here. Even so, his manner was ultra-polite, which to me meant slippery.


‘Are you new to the Fourth?’


‘Recent posting.’


‘Working under Titus Morellus?’ I pressed, still trying to establish my local credentials.


‘You know him?’


‘Oh, I taught him all he knows.’ Morellus would probably say it was the other way around, but he wasn’t on hand to contradict. Nicon conspicuously failed to clarify whether Morellus was his superior. Already I hoped Morellus took precedence. He had his sleazy side, but we had come to tolerate him and he accepted us. His wife brought their children to our house to play with the two boys we had fostered. I wouldn’t mention that friendly relationship in case it made Nicon feel excluded. ‘My husband recently stood down as a magistrate. We have cooperated with Titus Morellus on a couple of sensitive issues – the needle killer, the Terentius gang . . .’ No reaction.


‘I’m sure you’ll soon settle in. Morellus is a good man,’ I said.


Tiberius was gesturing me to go to the side and look over at the dead woman. Although Nicon stopped questioning the dredger-men and followed, standing fairly close to us, he made no attempt to survey the body in the hopper barge. He was watching Tiberius and me.


 


No question that the corpse below us was female; she was barefoot, though clothed in a good gown and stole. She was lying face up, slightly twisted, as she must have fallen when the crew tipped her into the barge. Water must have been streaming off the body at first, pulling away the stored grey sediment from immediately beneath her; now the flow had virtually stopped, simply pooling on the bed of silt. From her appearance she had not been in the river long before either the dredger banged into her as she drifted or it took her up from lying on the river-bed.


She looked about my age. Older perhaps, not younger. Mid to late thirties: life behind her, life still ahead.


She would have been good-looking. She had been healthy and well looked-after too. Dark hair had been fancily arranged, though pins had washed out in the river so tangling strands dragged free. Did she have a maid, or had she spent time on that hairstyle herself? Where was the maid now, if one existed?


A cloak in two colours had been pinned around her, but tide or trauma had pulled it diagonally down from one shoulder. The visible necklines of a white undertunic and the woollen palla over it were scooped, enough to allow sight of her neck, which had a thin red mark. Even from above, on the dredger, I could see the binding on her wrists that Tiberius had mentioned. She was not planning suicide: someone else had tied her hands.


‘Do you want to go down?’


I shook my head. No point. He had inspected her. In confirmation of his basic search, Tiberius opened one palm. He showed me a single ear-ring that he must have removed: with a secure hook-and-loop fastener, it had a substantial oval setting that held a cabochon garnet, large and hardly flawed; the bezel was edged in gold granulation and a short ring system was suspended from the lower edge with a knobbly pearl of expensive size. ‘Somebody provides pricey presents – or else he needed to compensate for a really big sin. Only one?’ I asked.


Tiberius nodded, resigned to the loss of its pair, but the skipper, who had come to the rail on our far side (avoiding Nicon), at once said something to one of his crew. The man sprang down into the hopper barge, then hauled the body to and fro so he could check under her for any other treasures, shaking her garments. He found a brooch, still tangled in the folds of her cloak, though it had been wrenched off and was only caught in the material by a badly bent pin. Shoving one hand down the neck of her tunic, he then brought out a broken chain; when it snapped, it had probably caused the neck mark.


‘He’s less squeamish than me!’ Tiberius muttered.


‘Wedding ring?’ I called down. The man picked up her bound hands, checked all her white fingers, shook his head.


‘No pendant? Nothing on the chain?’ Tiberius tried. The crewman had a good feel again. The woman had gone beyond modesty. Still, I was glad when he stopped fumbling with her and clambered back aboard the dredger. He passed the brooch and chain to me. The brooch was small but gorgeous: copper, set with red, blue and yellow enamel, a coiled dragonesque beast created by an artist with a clearly northern imagination.


Tiberius put me in charge of the ear-ring too. Women’s work. ‘If these goodies were left behind when she was killed, the motive was not robbery.’


To cover distaste about how the tragic haul was recovered, I asked, ‘I presume nobody knows who she is?’


‘Never seen her,’ confirmed the skipper, sounding bleak.


Nicon stood completely still on my other side, not speaking. I turned to him. ‘She’s not a bar-girl or a fishwife. Somebody is bound to miss the woman. She owned valuables, and you can see she had style.’


‘Seems likely,’ Nicon forced out.


‘I want her off my barge!’ The skipper finally vented his frustration. ‘If you’re not prepared to take her, just lose yourselves and we’ll dispose of the remains.’


‘Nobody is refusing you assistance, my friend,’ Nicon assured him, with those unconvincing mild manners. ‘We shall do whatever is necessary.’


I hated to think of this poor woman’s murder being ignored. ‘It looks as if identifying her will be next to hopeless. You could put up a notice in the Forum,’ I suggested. ‘Ask people to come forward.’ Nicon gave me a look. I toughened up. ‘My husband and I know your tribune. Would you like us to have a word with Cassius Scaurus?’


That would be a long shot. The Fourth’s commander ran his cohort on a basis he would call ‘hands off’. He might agree to my idea of a notice, assuming he could find a clerk who could write and who knew where the Forum Romanum was, but he would never suggest such a thing himself. For one thing, if an appeal brought in a response, someone would have to deal with it. He was bound to say he had no one available for the work – it might even be true. We’d gone a month since Saturnalia, but the vigiles had partied hard. They would still be short-staffed due to headaches, bad stomachs, and wives having sent them to drive Auntie Julia home to Praeneste after the holiday.


Taking his toga from the crewman, Tiberius backed me up. ‘Somebody killed her. That cannot be overlooked. A small reward might help.’


‘I don’t imagine she will be a Junia Delta for long,’ replied Nicon. ‘Nice trappings, as you have pointed out.’ He did not ask me to hand over the evidence. In fact, he gave a nod to the skipper, then set off back to the quay.


Skittering down the gangway after him, I kept up the helpful act. ‘Fundanus is a funeral director the Fourth use for homicides.’ I played it as if Nicon was so new that I supposed nobody had briefed him.


‘Fundanus? Yes, we can bring him in on this.’


‘He lurks near the Circus. Morellus knows where.’


‘We can find him.’ Nicon still made no response to my mention of Morellus. I had reprieved his name as a test; once again, the new man ignored it.


I kept playing nice, though it was becoming a strain. ‘I’m sure you will do what you can for the poor soul, Nicon. Nobody deserves to die in this way – there are people out there who know how she went into the water, people who did it.’


‘If so, we shall find them,’ answered Nicon. He had all the complacency of a yelled-at rat, glaring as it promises to leave your rubbish heap.


‘You know nothing about her, unfortunately, but at least you can give out a description of what she is wearing.’


That was a mistake on my part.


The vigiles who had been looking after my dog gave her back; they must have spent time talking among themselves about who I was and my past history. After Nicon said they must organise a corpse collection, his troops weighed in. A body that was so conspicuously well-dressed was beyond their expertise, they claimed. It showed they must have inspected her at some point before Tiberius and I arrived.


While I stared, they kept going. Since the woman’s garments included a chequered cloak, it was decreed that no proper Roman wears plaid: the Junia Delta must be a visitor, Junia Britannica. Obviously I, Flavia Albia, the well-known adoptee from Londinium, was the right person to establish her fate.


Tiberius was keen, though I could see Nicon felt he had been pushed into this. He didn’t want the anonymous woman investigated by anyone, certainly not me. Perhaps he was afraid I might do a better job than him. And I would do.


My husband was folding his toga over one arm, so the status bands showed. ‘You could probably use local expertise while you’re finding your feet in the cohort, Nicon. Is there any slack in the budget for inquiry expenses?’


‘Not for me to say.’ Nothing was for Nicon to say. We had gathered that.


I still felt resistant. My childhood had been bleak; I did not want to remember Britain.


But something else was niggling me. The vigiles never welcomed homicide inquiries, yet they would normally make a token effort to investigate. Their lack of curiosity struck me as suspect. Even the squaddies now gazed over the river, not wanting to meet my gaze, while Nicon’s mix of smarm and reticence reeked of duplicity. I decided the Fourth Cohort knew more than they were saying.










Chapter 4


Led by the dog, who felt we had been hanging about for too long, Tiberius and I walked home. Neither spoke. We were each considering whether to slip out alone to the station-house, to quiz Titus Morellus about his new colleague.


We did not need to. By the time I had sorted out domestic stress, and Tiberius had muttered to his clerk-of-works about the marble situation, Morellus arrived of his own accord. ‘What naughty people have been upsetting our new recruit?’


‘Your horrible nongle upset us, with his nonchalant style.’


‘Oh, he’s all right. Sharp as a claw once he gets going. People think the world of him, they tell me.’ Impossible to tell whether this commendation was vigiles black humour, or if Morellus was even dimmer than I had always thought.


We took him into my small interview room, away from squealing slaves and truculent children. He had slimmed down after an illness but still carried himself with a wide-armed strut as if his body remembered being overweight; his head had been shaved with a blunt razor a week ago, there was no nap left on his sweaty red tunic, and he had a bruise by his left eye that might have been caused by a criminal lashing out or by his exasperated wife swinging a broom at him. He wouldn’t care either way.


I dodged around furniture to escape his hideous hug. He lunged at me once on principle, then gave up, choosing instead to fall into the wicker chair that was supposed to be mine. I had to perch on the seat I kept for clients. Tiberius leaned in the doorway, holding one of his nephews on his hip, while he made a good job of nose-wiping. While we were out, my mother had taken away the boys’ sick nursemaid because Glaphyra was a family treasure who needed to be properly looked after. It solved one problem but left us in sole charge of our three- and five-year-olds.


‘Why are the Fourth ignoring the drowned woman?’ I demanded at once. I hate to mess about.


‘Forget pleasantries, Flavia Albia. How are you these days, dear Titus, how is your lovely wife surviving, do your nippers all have snotty noses that they must have picked up from the snivellers here? Answer: pissed off, out of her mind as usual, and, yes, they bloody do. I’m up to my eyes in porch-crawlers and arsonists, so don’t bother me with floaters. The boys in red are supposed to be firefighters, not half-arsed criminalists. Some tourist gives herself a rope-and-gag thrill, then chucks herself off the Pons Aemilius, that should be her own lookout.’


‘She was gagged?’ asked Tiberius, quickly. He put down Lucius, giving him a pat so he scampered off. ‘I never saw that.’


‘In Nicon’s notes. Some sort of neck scarf.’


‘What notes?’ I demanded. ‘He took no notes when I was there.’


‘You must have tripped along after he collected details. I think he’s using the scarf to clean his scabbard.’


Crossly, I picked at more queries. ‘Off the Pons Aemilius? Who said that? Were there witnesses?’


‘No idea.’ Morellus rearranged his tunic folds by giving a huge slobby shrug.


‘The dredger crew told me the same, Albia.’ Tiberius had arranged himself on a couch. ‘They worked it out from where they found the deceased in the current. So she had been grabbed, immobilised and silenced. Does nobody plan to investigate?’


‘We always do what we can, Aedile. Public service. Just up our street.’


‘That’s tripe,’ Tiberius rebuked him bluntly. When I first met him, I had thought him pretty rude; now I generally chortled along with his verdicts. ‘Nicon seemed to have finished asking questions.’


‘He’s a fast worker.’


‘We didn’t see any work occurring!’


‘He wouldn’t talk to you. He’s funny like that. He nipped back up to barracks, like a gigolo up a skirt, screaming who in Hades were you two busybodies. I ought to have briefed him that you hang about making life difficult – as if clear-ups like this aren’t hard enough.’


‘All the more reason to accept help,’ I said.


‘He’ll tie up any loose ends.’


‘He won’t!’ I snorted.


‘We all know how to do our job.’


‘Oh, yes! You certainly know how to arrest innocent family members or pressurise business partners,’ I chivvied Morellus scathingly. ‘You can bully anybody into a confession, even when there is no proper suspect and all known associates have really strong alibis.’ He might be wriggling at my assessment but remained unrepentant. ‘Titus Morellus! “Making diligent enquiries” has always been the Fourth’s watchword. All it means is someone pays a boy to yell, “Smoke!” so the troops can rush away with fire-buckets to avoid questions about their lack of progress.’


‘Don’t be like that, Albia. We never have to pay that boy. He does it from pure mischief.’


‘From what I have seen,’ Tiberius agreed in milder tones, ‘when they have no fire to combat, and if your men are tired or bored, they quite like quizzing people about crimes.’


‘All right.’ Morellus finally caved in. ‘It can be a bit of fun. It lets us batter suspects and sometimes brings in bribe money.’


‘So what about the dredger woman?’ I insisted. ‘Nicon doesn’t even care who she was, let alone who did for her.’


Morellus pretended he was watching a spider on the ceiling.


There wasn’t one. Gratus had gone around with a sponge on a pole only that week. Now daylight was increasing, my steward was tutting over webs that had suddenly become visible. They didn’t bother me. I had lived above the Eagle Laundry in Fountain Court. I never grow excited over any pest less than a foot long.


‘You are hedging,’ Tiberius told Morellus, back with his pleasant tone but unrelenting. ‘Why don’t the Fourth want to investigate?’


‘That’s just Nicon.’


‘Is he incompetent then – or lazy?’


‘Don’t be fooled by the impression he gives. He’ll be all over it, like mange on a donkey.’


I guffawed. ‘You are saying he just took against us?’


‘Unimpressed by our charisma and charm?’ Tiberius joined in.


‘He’s new, Aedile. Nobody explained. Aren’t you out of office nowadays anyway?’


‘He can still be a concerned citizen. We were helping,’ I argued, hard-nosed as a Forum statue. ‘We picked up clues. Made good suggestions. We even managed not to call Nicon a useless puffball.’


‘We offered him the skills of a top-class investigator, with decent rates and proven experience,’ asserted Tiberius.


‘You got up his nose!’


‘Apologies, if so. Where did this bum originate?’ Tiberius slid in. ‘Another vigiles cohort, or is he a legionary import?’


‘Can’t say.’ Unfazed, Morellus gave the impression he knew perfectly well. He was prevaricating with the easy grace of a man who had been warned that his tribune would have him washing down the yard with a mouse’s tail if he failed to warn us off.


Tiberius kept going: ‘Relocated from snoozing in a fort in Galatia or Cappadocia? What will a frontier-watcher ever know about city crime?’


‘Nicon comes with all his warts polished and a glowing résumé.’


‘So, he’s a turd.’


‘Well, he does have a nasty whiff, Aedile . . . Look, we think he’s been drafted in for an audit. The lads keep moving the esparto mats from store to store to stop him counting them, and Scaurus has put together a good story about why there are so many requests for new grapplers.’


‘He wasn’t imposed on you by Scaurus himself, then?’ I shot in. Light dawned. ‘This man is assigned to a special operation!’ I let my disgust show. ‘A bureaucratic exercise!’


‘Some commissariat rubbish.’ Tiberius caught on at once.


‘What my father would call a time-wasting farrago, dreamed up by an ambitious no-hoper. Of course, the pea-brain Nicon will disappear before the pointlessness and cost of his ideas become too obvious.’


‘Now, Albia, be fair!’ Morellus shifted in my chair. I might have to have its cushions fumigated.


‘That was the fair version. In your hierarchy, Morellus, does he report to you – or do you work for him?’


‘Neither. Independent.’ Morellus paused. ‘Except where lines of operation may happen to cross.’


‘And have they crossed over the dredger woman?’


‘She is neither here nor there. The skipper reported her because of her being tied up like that. When word was brought up to us, I was out getting some salami rolls to keep me going, so Nicon took an interest. He’s the type who brings in his own dinky packet of pickled radishes to peck at – what have we been landed with? Aren’t soldiers supposed to forage in scary forests for grubs, or at least steal from bakeries? Look, Albia, one way or another, we’ll do the necessary. Even for a visitor from weird Britannia.’


‘How do you know that?’ I demanded, on it like a whippet. ‘She might be from anywhere. Don’t give me the pathetic line that she wore a Celtic cloak ‒ she could have bought that off an imports stall in the Market of Livia.’


Morellus had concentrated for too long. He forgot he was trying to be deceptive. ‘She was as British as your pert arse – she admitted it shamelessly.’


‘Admitted it?’ I hid my triumph at extracting this. ‘Are you telling me the Fourth actually met her? Did you talk to her yourself?’


‘No, she went to the main barracks. Vicus Piscinae bloody Publicae. Some tour guide brought her up the hill a few days ago. Scaurus had a word.’


‘Scaurus? Since when does your elevated tribune converse with female travellers?’


Morellus looked shifty, as if he wouldn’t tell me the reason. ‘He can be polite to women.’


‘He’s never been polite to me!’


‘You’re stroppy.’


‘She wasn’t?’


‘She was teary, I believe. She was searching for her husband – well, that’s what she called him. You know the story. A trader has lived abroad for years, then decides he’s homesick. He packs spare tunics into his hand luggage and does a runner without telling his bedmate.’


‘She didn’t accept it?’


‘She followed him.’


‘She could afford the journey?’


‘He must have left her a nest-egg. Presumably he regrets that now!’


‘Was Scaurus sympathetic to her plight?’


‘He’s all right with plights ‒ he’s an officer. He took a few notes.’


‘Oh, lovely! I didn’t think he could write.’


‘He got the clerk to scribble details.’


‘Will he find the runaway husband?’


‘Of course not. But he promised to look ‒ he promised most sincerely.’


‘I feel sick, just thinking of him lying like that!’


‘Did she give him a bribe?’ sniggered Tiberius, all man-of-the-world for Morellus’s benefit.


‘That I wouldn’t know, my friend. She may not have been savvy enough. She thought anyone can come to the vigiles with a sob-story and file a missing-person claim, then nice men with consciences will turn up at her lodgings with her lost chick. We only follow up on runaway slaves. If she was Roman, she would have known that. Chase them down like a pack of lions.’


‘You have to have rules in a civilised community,’ Tiberius reflected drily.


‘Too right! Plus we get a sweetener when we return slaves to their loving masters . . .’


‘Who will undoubtedly beat them senseless. What lodgings was she at?’ I asked sweetly.


‘Some doss. How would I know?’


‘Who’s your scribe at the main station-house?’


‘He’s a nice boy. Don’t you interfere with him, Flavia!’


‘What’s the husband?’ Tiberius lobbed in. Though we each seemed to have our own ideas, we were working as a team.


‘Businessman apparently. Property, import/export, usual crap. I believe she mentioned horse-racing. Middle ranker, she said. So Scaurus had to spell it out for her: an equestrian must be worth upwards of a hundred thousand sesterces to receive his gold status ring, so with that kind of collateral he’s allowed to hide from any women he gets tired of. Free citizen’s traditional right to dump and flit.’


‘Naturally this duped girl suspected he had left a wife behind in Rome,’ I speculated, ‘which naturally was the truth.’


‘You are not wrong, you darling. Bright as well as beautiful! She ought to have quietly let him go. Some women don’t know how to follow the rules,’ Morellus grouched. Then he sat up straight and formally addressed me with the vigiles’ line: ‘You see what it means, young Flavia, so do not trouble your clever self about who will solve it. Nicon won’t need divining skills. We know everything already. Junia Britannica came looking for her man – and if she was drowned in the river by somebody, the verdict is, clearly, she must have found him.’










Chapter 5


The notion that the Junia Britannica had been done in by the man she was chasing had logic; it was bound to appeal to the vigiles. Morellus even argued that this man posed no risk to society: suppose, in the course of his trading activities, he had abandoned women in provinces all over the empire, most would understand it was their role to be deserted. He kept moving on as traders do. His women would remain where he left them, condemned to poverty, no doubt, but safe in their humble hutments. There was no reason for this congenital flitter to bind their hands and drown them.


If he had a real wife in Rome, he had gone back to her. That would be what he had promised her years ago, and what he had always intended. She must be happy to have him – though she would not welcome a plaid-wearing floozy from overseas on the doorstep, especially if younger and prettier, as floozies by vigiles’ definition always were. Sonny had had to get rid of the travelling girlfriend, and he’d had to do it quick. So he had thrown the Britannica into the Tiber to prevent domestic damage. With her gone, everything was sorted.


‘He must have come home to be a good boy. Hang up his trophies. Count all the loot he’s made. Settle himself back into Rome. Maybe he’s getting on a bit now, creaking more than he used to. All he wants is a peaceful retirement.’


‘That’s gone wrong, then!’ I sniffed.


When I asked if Junia Britannica had a proper name, Morellus went all vague on me. The same went for any identity for the husband. So, no handle on the wife in Rome either.


That wife could live anywhere on the Seven Hills – though why did the Britannica go to the station-house on the Aventine specifically? In Rome there were seven main vigiles barracks, with seven more out-stations attached to them, ensuring that all fourteen administrative districts were covered by law-and-order. It sounded as if the visitor had known where to look when she tried to make enquiries.


‘I could help you find these people, Titus. I have methods.’


‘No budget.’


‘Come on, I’m good.’


‘You are good,’ he conceded. ‘Just bloody hopeless at listening. We have got it sorted. SPQR. Amateurs, keep out.’


‘If I could find the husband, you could pay me from the cash you are going to squeeze out of him if he wants to avoid the murder court. As a long-distance businessman, he is bound to be loaded with money chests.’


Morellus stood up to leave, making my wicker chair creak dangerously even now he had lost some flab. As he rose, he emphasised his point with a barely suppressed fart. ‘We are not going to pay you, Flavia, because, like I told you, this man has disposed of his personal problem, so he now poses no danger to anybody else. I am telling you straight. We shall deal with him in our own time and our own way. Leave it alone.’


I didn’t bother to retort there was no possibility I would do that.










Chapter 6


Tiberius would be aware of my feelings. Since our door porter was feeling under the weather, which was Rodan’s normal state, my husband took Morellus to the door. He came back fuming. He had tried to extract more information, but Morellus just fled.


That did not stop Tiberius Manlius Faustus, once a formidable plebeian aedile. His recent year as a magistrate had given him ask-a-favour rights with top men in Rome. He would play community activist and make a visitation. He expected the Fourth Cohort’s tribune only to say the same as Morellus – indeed, it could have been the tribune who had ruled out further action. Scaurus called himself a details man: he would fiddle about with bath-house thieves, of whom there was always a rash, then believe that preventing a few stolen tunics made him worth a laurel wreath, without getting bogged down in murders. We had plenty of those too. Morellus normally dealt with them. As an inquiry chief, he was no more than adequate, but for most people adequate was surprising enough. We lived in a cynical neighbourhood.


My husband viewed Cassius Scaurus as cautiously as a cracked amphora of scallops. Scaurus was not worth approaching. He could not even decide whether rain was likely if water was soaking through his hat and dribbling into his gummy eyes.


Up a level: Tiberius was quiet at lunch. Then, without consultation, he took off in his toga and a warm cloak to inflict his qualms upon a higher personality. When his slave, Dromo, failed to appear in a timely fashion to escort him, Tiberius tossed a curse his way, then quickly went off alone.


I had guessed what he was up to. Tiberius Manlius was heading to the Prefect of Vigiles. This was the personage who, when criminals were apprehended, decided whether to make formal charges. I thought his well-trained staff would never let a man with a complaint through the front door.


They did. Tiberius must have used his charm.


 


In late afternoon he came home. He let himself in, threw his cloak onto a giant Greek vase we kept in the atrium, tore off his toga, walked into the courtyard with barely a snarl at Dromo, who was now moaning because he had been left behind.


I offered a cheek for a kiss. Then I slid one arm around him, holding him close. Since I had risen to greet him, I stood on his foot too. ‘Where have you been, wanderer?’


‘Out.’


‘Don’t answer like a five-year-old. We get enough of that around here.’


He worked his foot free, but once I grab a man I cling on. ‘Seeing someone.’


‘Who?’


‘The wrinkled prune who commands all the vigiles cohorts.’


‘Any good?’


‘Everything is under control, he claims, so I should back off.’


‘Same as Morellus. So?’


‘When I wouldn’t play nice, he sent me elsewhere.’


‘To whom?’


‘His grander colleague, in charge of the Urban Cohorts.’


‘Juno! You went inside the Praetorian Camp?’ That was scary.


Tiberius embroidered humorously as he kept trying to break free from me. ‘No, he never bothers with the Camp. The Urbans’ commander was having a snooze in his rather nice house on the Esquiline, as he does every afternoon while his riot-boppers keep order for him. He says he can’t stand violence. He nearly received some from me because he tried to send me back to the Prefect of Vigiles. When I threatened to go over both their heads to the Prefect of the City, he did change his story and hurriedly said there was no need to bother poor Rutilius Gallicus.’


Gallicus was Domitian’s virtual deputy. Pretending to look impressed, I tightened my grip again.


‘Ow! Our Master may not see his godlike self as needing a substitute, which is fortunate because Rutilius is on furlough. It’s known he is not a well man.’


‘Overworked and heartbroken. His preferment dates from Vespasian. Liberal values. He hates to watch Domitian screwing Rome with his paranoia.’


‘If Rutilius is having a nervous breakdown, I cannot harass the poor soul. I just mentioned to the Urbans’ big rissole that your father, Albiola, is friendly with Rutilius. Implied that Falco knows him well. Tapped my nose and murmured that they share past history in North Africa and are fellow poets . . .’


‘So the grand Urbanistus threw up his hands, crying, “Oh, you are Falco’s son-in-law? Let me order a fresh bowl of nuts!” My pa will be thrilled by this recognition.’ I chortled, not believing a word of it.


‘Not quite. He wanted to know if I was the aedile who was struck by lightning.’ That made sense. People were always fascinated. Tiberius admitted ruefully, ‘Once I began telling him what that had felt like and how long the bruises lasted, we got along splendidly.’


‘He told you everything?’


‘I think he told me enough.’ Tiberius was pretending to be diffident about his achievement. He was also about to be miserly with the truth.


What followed was a curious conversation, both for what was revealed and what was withheld.


The Urban Prefect had spilled enough to make the vigiles grumble at his openness. He did know of the case. The woman pulled from the Tiber had called herself Claudia Deiana. She had travelled from Britain to look for a man she had lived with for more than ten years, the father of her young children. She described him as an entrepreneur. He liked to install migrants he brought over from other provinces, some of them to do work no one had previously thought of.


I was able to explain to Tiberius that in Britain, where towns had been razed and burned in the Boudiccan Revolt, land that lay unclaimed was made available by the administration, seeking to revitalise the shattered province. It was what had happened after the Vesuvius eruption in Campania too. To make Britain Roman, people were needed – that is, not the people who already lived there, whose own culture had to be ruthlessly displaced so they could be given Roman values.
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