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DRAMATIS PERSONAE

(Historical characters’ names appear in upper case)

CORVINUS’S FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD

Alexis: the smart-as-paint gardener 
Bathyllus: Corvinus’s head slave 
Lysias: the coachman 
Meton: the chef 
PERILLA, Rufia: Corvinus’s wife

IMPERIALS ETC

AGRIPPINA: Gaius’s mother, now dead 
DRUSUS: Gaius’s elder brother, now dead 
GAIUS: Tiberius’s ‘crown prince’, the later emperor Caligula (‘Caligula’ – ‘Little Army Boot’ – was a nickname). Currently with Tiberius on Capri 
MACRO, Sertorius: commander of Praetorians and Tiberius’s de facto representative at Rome 
SEJANUS, Aelius: Macro’s predecessor, now dead (executed for treason ad 31) 
TIBERIUS (‘The Wart’): the emperor, currently in retirement on Capri

PURPLE-STRIPERS

AEMILIA: Galba’s wife 
ARRUNTIUS, Lucius: a prominent member of the Senate 
CAMILLUS, Marcus Furius: the deputy chief priest. (The actual chief priest was the emperor) 
Cornelia: the dead Vestal 
GALBA, Servius Sulpicius: the current senior consul and later emperor 
Gemella, Furia: Secundus’s wife 
LEPIDA: Lepidus Senior’s daughter, formerly the wife of Drusus Caesar 
LEPIDUS, Marcus Aemilius (Senior): a prominent (and wealthy) member of the Senate 
LEPIDUS, Marcus Aemilius (Junior): his son 
Murena, Gaius Licinius: a junior finance officer (‘quaestor’) 
Nomentanus, Sextius: a city judge (‘praetor’) 
PROCULUS, Gaius Considius: Myrrhine’s former owner 
Secundus, Gaius: an old friend of Corvinus’s, currently city judge in charge of the Treasury 
Servilia: a Vestal 
TORQUATA, Junia: the chief Vestal

OTHER RANKS
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Antistius, Titus: Crocodile customer 
Aquillia: Harmodia’s neighbour 
‘archigallus, the’: title of the chief priest of the Great Mother (Cybele). The holder was traditionally given the name Attis after Cybele’s divine (or semi-divine) lover 
Celer: expediter at the fluteplayers’ guildhouse 
Chilo: with Faustus, a member of the Public Ponds Watch 
Crispus, Caelius: a rumour-merchant, currently on the city judges’ staff 
Hippo, the: owner of the Crocodile 
Lippillus, Decimus Flavonius: commander of the Public Ponds district Watch 
Melissa: Lepida’s maid 
Myrrhine: a runaway slave 
Niobe: Cornelia’s maid 
Perdicca: a slave in the House of the Vestals 
Phoebe: employee at the Crocodile 
Phrixus: Thalia’s brother 
Scorpus: a second-hand furniture dealer 
Valgius, Publius: a clerk in the citizen births registration office
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Even without the bundle of rods that he carried when he was on active duty, the guy interrupting our breakfast was something: six foot six high by four wide, muscles like boulders and all the facial delicacy of an Alp. Jupiter knows where they find these buggers. They must breed them special and feed them on gravel.

‘Marcus Valerius Caecinus?’ he growled.

Bathyllus was doing his scandalised Greek chorus act in the doorway, and I could feel the waves of disapproval all the way across the room. Bathyllus’s waves would’ve reduced any ordinary mortal to a cringing, apologetic wreck, but then Axemen aren’t your ordinary mortals. These bastards have skins like rhinos. Tempers, too.

‘I told him he had the name wrong, sir,’ he said, ‘but he wouldn’t listen.’

‘That’s okay, Bathyllus.’ I’d set down my roll and honey. ‘No harm done. Go and count the statues, sunshine.’ He left, fizzing. I looked back at the Axeman. Shit, this didn’t look good. Axemen worked as gophers for the top brass, and they were bad news; especially these days with Macro running things as Praetorian commander. Less than a month in Rome and I was in trouble already. Worse, I’d no idea why. ‘You made two out of three, friend. The name’s Corvinus.’

That got me a scowl and ten flexed fingers.

‘The mistress told me Caecinus.’

Yeah, well, I’d give him full marks for persistence. Speed of uptake was something else, but then smart isn’t an adjective that figures very highly in the job description. With these muscle-bound hulks the thought process is so straight and narrow you could use it for an aqueduct. You don’t contradict them, either. I shrugged. ‘Fine. We won’t argue. Uh . . . “mistress”?’

‘The Lady Junia Torquata. She said find Marcus Valerius Caecinus, Rufia Perilla’s husband, just moved in to the old Apronius place on the Caelian. This is the place so you must be him, right?’

There ain’t no arguing with logic like that. I glanced at Perilla, lying on the other couch. Her eyes were wide and there was a crust of bread she seemed to have forgotten about poised halfway to her mouth. Well, that explained the confusion, anyway. I’d met Junia Torquata a couple of years back, when we’d had her round to dinner and she’d put a hole in my wine cellar you could drive a marble-cart through and still managed to walk out the door straight as a legion’s First Spear. She hadn’t been able to hold my name in her head then, either. I grinned and relaxed; if the guy was Torquata’s then unsociable hour or not maybe I wasn’t going to be hauled off to the Mamertine after all.

‘Right,’ I said. ‘So what can I do for the chief Vestal, pal?’

The Axeman was flexing his hands like he was squeezing a couple of those wooden balls wrestlers use to strengthen their grip. ‘I’m to take you to the Galba place,’ he said.

‘Is that so, now? And why would you do that?’

‘Because there’s been a death.’

I stared at him. Jupiter, not again! Five minutes back in residence at the Hub of the World and we were already hitting corpses. At breakfast-time, too. Maybe I was the thanaturgic equivalent of one of those screwy stones from Magnesia that snatch iron pins from your hands.

‘Yeah?’ I said. ‘What kind of death?’

The guy hesitated and the squeezing went up a notch. Axemen aren’t particularly known for showing their feelings, but if he’d been human I’d’ve said he was nervous. And where an Axeman’s concerned that takes a hell of a lot of doing.

‘Just a death,’ he said.

This was getting silly. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘You care to tell me whose, at least? Or is that a secret too?’

His eyes rolled: personal initiative is another quality that isn’t a prime requirement for Axemen, and we were obviously working right on the edge here.

‘One of the Ladies.’

Shit. I sat back and heard Perilla draw in her breath. One of the Ladies, eh? For Torquata’s Axeman that could mean only one thing.

The dead woman was a Vestal.

He’d brought a litter. Usually I’ve no time for litters, but an hour after dawn on a raw December morning with the rain gusting in from the north it beat walking hands down, especially where a trip across town to the Sacred Way was involved. Besides, I needed space to think.

Bubbling George hadn’t been exactly forthcoming: ask as I might while Bathyllus had helped me into my formal mantle and thick cloak, the guy had zipped up tighter than a constipated clam. Still, certain things were clear enough. First off, we were moving in exalted circles here. Sulpicius Galba was the current senior consul, at the tail end of his year of office. I’d never met him, and from what I’d heard that was no loss because he was a first-rate, twenty-four-carat bastard; an arch-snob, tight-fisted as an Aventine landlord and with a sadistic streak you’d need a yardstick to measure. He was also (which went a long way to explaining how the guy had made consul) a close crony of Prince Gaius, currently strutting his stuff with the Wart on Capri, and – if you believed wineshop rumour, which I always do – queer as a five-legged cat.

His wife, on the other hand, I didn’t know at all, not even her name; and if I didn’t miss my guess it was his wife who’d be relevant here because that was where the Vestals came in. Early December is when the nocturnal rite of the Good Goddess is held at the senior consul’s house, with the guy’s wife playing hostess, and last night had been the night. The ceremony involves only women, and only those at the top of the social tree. Galba, along with every other male and male animal in the house, would’ve been thrown out on his ear while his wife, the Vestals and a pretty large slice of Rome’s female beautiful and good did whatever the hell they do that evening after dark and then partied until dawn with not a man in the place.

Only this year, obviously, they hadn’t. Something had gone wrong, and in the morning when the barriers came up Junia Torquata had sent Bubbling George to look for me.

That last bit was what really bugged. ‘A death’, Bubbling George had said, and he’d said it very carefully, which implied that that was the word Torquata had told him to use. A death, not a murder. Murder I could’ve understood as the reason for hauling me away from my porridge, but there again Vestals don’t get murdered: they’re about as sacred as you can get in Rome, and you don’t mess with them, nohow, no way, never. Oh, sure, when they go out – and Vestals are as free to come and go as anyone – they have complimentary Axeman bodyguards, but that’s only because of who they are, not for protection. A Vestal could walk through the Subura end to end alone with a purse stuffed with gold pieces any time of the day or night and not a mugger would touch a single hair of her six-tressed head. He wouldn’t dare. Just the thought of murdering a Vestal made my scalp crawl.

Also, Torquata wasn’t the sort of person to call a spade a digging implement. If she said a death, then that was what she’d meant.

It just didn’t make sense.

The other question, of course, was why me?

I settled back against the cushions. I had the feeling I wasn’t going to enjoy this at all.
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The Galba house was one of these big old rambling patrician mansions you get near Market Square, taking up a whole corner just short of the Temple of Jupiter Stayer of the Host, and it had half a dozen of Bubbling George’s colleagues round the door leaning on their rods and dripping stoically on to the pavement. I noticed there were none of the ghouls hanging around that you usually find when someone’s been hustled into an urn before their time, but that didn’t surprise me: even ghouls have a healthy respect for Axemen, and with six of the buggers standing guard that pavement would not be a healthy place to be. I climbed out of the litter and went inside, past a door-slave whose grey face you could’ve used as a dish-rag: deaths in the family, especially suspicious ones, are always bad news for slaves. Sometimes fatally bad.

Junia Torquata was waiting for me in the atrium. The place was still rigged out for the ceremony, with the goddess’s couch – empty, now, of course: they’d’ve taken her back to the Aventine – at the far end where the screens and curtains had been pulled back from the family rooms beyond to give more space. The walls and ceiling were hung with greenery and some of the statues still had sheets over them; these would be the male ones, too heavy to lug out but decently covered over, because not even male statues are allowed to see the rites of the Good Goddess. There was a gaggle of people clustered in the middle of the room, and they looked round when I came in. I recognised old Lucius Arruntius, the pal of my father who I’d last seen at Dad’s funeral two or three years back, the time when he and Aelius Lamia had asked me to dig the dirt on Sejanus.

‘Ah, Caecinus.’ The lady came over nose first, like a trireme heading for the kill. Junia Torquata might be pushing sixty but she was built like a Suburan bruiser and you could’ve used her voice to warn shipping. Given the choice of meeting a qef-stoned gorilla head-on down a dark alley and Rome’s chief Vestal I’d’ve taken the monkey any time. ‘Decimus found you, then.’

‘Uh . . . yeah,’ I said. ‘And the name’s Corvinus, by the way.’

‘Indeed.’ Well, that disposed of that one nicely. ‘How’s your wife? Thriving, I trust?’

‘Uh, yeah, Perilla’s—’

‘Excellent. Well done. Now take your cloak off, young man, the weather is exceptionally mild for the time of year and it isn’t a bit cold in here.’

Jupiter! I found my fingers going automatically for the pin and another grey-faced slave was at my elbow to catch the falling cloak.

‘You know everyone, I assume?’ The trireme’s ram nose turned towards the group. Maybe it was my imagination, but the huddle seemed to tighten. Probably a self-protective herd instinct.

‘No, I can’t say I—’

‘The consul Servius Sulpicius Galba and his wife Aemilia. Terrible for them, of course, the whole house will have to be purified top to bottom, and that is such a chore you can’t imagine.’

‘Corvinus.’ Rome’s current brightest and best gave me a stiff nod. He was a fattish, balding man with a hooked nose and quick, shifty eyes. Aemilia was short and on the plain side, but a snappy dresser: tight-fisted as the guy was rumoured to be, that mantle and the jewellery that went with it must’ve set him back a couple of months’ income. Her perfume – it had to be hers, because she was the only other woman in the room except for Torquata, and that lady just smelled scrubbed – was four-figures too, and despite the fact she’d been up all night she was made up like a doll. All I got from her was a scared flutter of eyelashes.

‘The deputy chief priest, Marcus Furius Camillus.’ The trireme’s ram pointed to a big old guy with white hair who wore his broad-striper mantle like it was a military uniform. Yeah; I’d heard of Furius Camillus. As governor of Africa twenty-odd years back he’d been the guy who finally put the skids under that bastard Tacfarinas. Camillus was no puffball: the bulk under that mantle was muscle, not fat, and there was a mean brain behind the pair of ice-grey eyes that turned in my direction.

‘Delighted to meet you, Valerius Corvinus,’ he said. ‘Even under these sad circumstances. I knew your father well. A good man.’

‘No introduction in my case, Torquata.’ Arruntius had stepped forward. ‘Corvinus here did me – and Rome – an inestimable favour two years back.’ He held out his hand. I hesitated, then took it. Broad-striper to the bone though he was, and not my type at all, I’d always respected Lucius Arruntius. He might be one of that shifty bunch of hypocritical self-servers in the Senate House down the road, but he was a lion among jackals and he stuck by his principles, politically correct or not. ‘Also, Corvinus, I should admit here and now that I’m the reason for dragging you away from your family at such an ungodly hour.’

Well, that was one question answered, anyway. ‘Is that so?’ I said.

‘Unfortunately, yes.’ He hesitated. ‘I did it because you possess a flair for this sort of business which I felt we should avail ourselves of. Also a commendable degree of tact.’ Hah! Perilla would love that! ‘The latter is important because we would prefer any investigation to be conducted privately rather than involve the usual authorities.’

‘Uh-huh.’ In other words, whatever was going on here stank like a cat’s-meat factory in high summer and he was just about to land me with the whole boiling. Thank you, Lucius bloody Arruntius and the gods bless and keep you. However, it wouldn’t do to come out with any sarky comments at this juncture. I kept my lips buttoned.

‘Myself, I have a double interest in the matter.’ The smile was gone now and Arruntius looked grave. Clearly we’d come to – or were coming to – the nitty-gritty. ‘First of all the dead woman is the daughter of Cornelius Lentulus, a cousin of mine currently abroad; second, Aemilia here is my wife’s niece.’

Right; in other words, the old blue-blood network in operation. Well, at least I had a name now if nothing else: the dead Vestal must be a Cornelia, one of the Cornelii if her father’s surname was anything to go by. And the mention of Aemilia had got me another eyelid-bat. I had the impression that physically exhausted or not, stressed out or not, the lady enjoyed making up to any presentable male within range. Although given her husband’s rumoured predilections maybe that wasn’t so surprising.

Not that it left me any further forward understanding the situation here. I was beginning to think this crowd was giving me the run-around on purpose; like no one wanted to be the first to put the thing into words. ‘Uh, that’s all very interesting, pal,’ I said. ‘But maybe you could just tell me what—’

Arruntius laid a hand on my arm. ‘All in good time,’ he said. ‘I am asking you formally, Valerius Corvinus: will you help us?’

I’ve never been happy with the cold, clinical way that the Roman upper classes go about things. Even an invitation to dinner can end up sounding like a treaty of alliance complete with oaths before the Fetial priests. Still, it was how the guy was made. ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘No problem. If I can. Now I’d really like to know—’

‘Excellent. You’ll be liaising with Camillus, naturally, but he has an appointment shortly so with his permission I’ll deputise.’ He glanced at Camillus, who frowned and nodded. ‘Very well. The body, I think. Torquata? If you’d care to do the honours?’

We went to see the Vestal. Or what was left of her, anyway.

Torquata led us down a long marble-floored corridor with doors along its right-hand side. At the far end I could see a window with a grille set high in the wall, but there were still lamps burning in the embrasures, and most of the light came from them. Also in the embrasures – bagged, so they must’ve been male – were a line of what from their shapes had to be portrait busts. Oh, yeah: Galba’s ancestor kick. I’d just bet that what we were passing was a roll of honour. It was a big place, though. These old patrician families didn’t skimp themselves.

‘She’s down here, Caecinus.’ Torquata turned sharp left down a side passage and into a small hallway with a staircase in the middle. ‘In one of the spare bedrooms.’

She pushed open the third door along. The room was bare, apart from a bed in the centre and a clothes chest against one wall with a single oil lamp perched on top of it. On the bed lay a small sheeted figure. Torquata crossed the room and picked up the lamp.

‘Watch your feet,’ she said.

I looked down. Between the door and the bed, splashed like spilled wine across the white marble flooring, was a red stain. I edged carefully round it and Arruntius followed me.

Torquata had pulled back the sheet and was gazing down at the body beneath it.

‘The silly girl,’ she said softly. ‘The silly, silly girl!’

They’d left her flame-coloured veil covering her face, but these things are light as gossamer and almost as transparent. Girl she wasn’t, although she didn’t miss by much: I’d reckon early twenties, twenty-five max. And she’d been beautiful; even the axe-blade nose jutting straight up at the ceiling added to the beauty, giving it character. Her face was all strong lines, the features clear-cut with no blurring flab. I’d guess that when she’d been alive this lady had had a mind of her own.

How she’d died was obvious at the first glance. The throat just beneath her chin was nothing but a gaping hole.

‘I took the knife out myself,’ Torquata said. She looked and sounded old, now, and not hard at all. ‘Her hands were still round the hilt.’

My stomach went cold. Dear sweet Jupiter! So that was what all the reticence had been in aid of. ‘She killed herself?’

‘That’s the question we need you to answer, Corvinus,’ Arruntius said. ‘You see how it looks, but the truth may be otherwise. We have to know, either way.’

‘She was lying beside the door. Where the blood is.’ Torquata laid her hand, very gently, on the woman’s head, above where the six tresses lay beneath the veil. ‘There was no sign of any struggle. I put her on the bed when I’d removed the knife.’

‘You’ll want to see that too, of course.’ Arruntius crossed to the clothes chest and brought back a small bloodstained bundle. I unwrapped it – they’d used a napkin from the dining-room – to reveal a cheap double-edged knife with a broad blade fitted into a wooden handle and bound in place with a strip of undyed leather: the sort of thing you could pick up anywhere in Rome with change out of a silver piece. I wiped it on the napkin and tested the edge with my thumb. It’d been ground and then carefully whetted until it was razor-sharp; you could’ve shaved with it, easy.

‘This belong to Cornelia?’ I asked Torquata.

‘I don’t know, young man. I certainly hadn’t seen it in her possession before, but that means nothing.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I wrapped the knife up again and gave it to Arruntius. Then I turned back to the corpse. Beyond the veil’s edge I could see the line of a leather thong that disappeared under the neck of the woman’s mantle. Carefully, very carefully, I lifted the veil a little and pulled at the thong. Beside me I felt Torquata stiffen, but she made no move to stop me.

At the thong’s end, threaded like the pendant of a necklace, was a man’s signet ring. Arruntius grunted but he said nothing; nor did Torquata. The silence was almost deafening. Oh, hell, no: cat’s-meat factory was right. I held the ring up as far as I could without disturbing the veil so they could see it clearly. The stone was a garnet, and it showed two clasped hands.

‘You recognise this, Junia Torquata?’ I said.

She was quiet for a long time. Then she shook her head.

‘No,’ she said firmly. ‘I do not.’

Deliberately, I shrugged and kept my eyes away from hers and my hand steady as I laid the ring down on the dead woman’s chest. Torquata knew, we all did, what the implications were of a Vestal carrying a man’s ring in her bodice. Or at least the possible implications. I didn’t have to spell them out, nor did I want to: some things are best left unsaid, in case saying them makes them true.

‘You’ve seen enough?’ Arruntius said. His voice was strained and very formal.

‘Yeah.’ I turned away while Torquata pulled the sheet back up. ‘Yeah. I’ve seen enough.’

I was feeling cold and sick and empty. Oh, Jupiter! Dear holy Jupiter!

I knew now why Torquata had called it simply ‘a death’. Murder was bad, sure, and a Vestal’s murder was worse; but the responsibility – and the penalty – for it would lie squarely on the killer. Suicide in itself was no crime, not even for a Vestal. The crime lay in the cause, and in the case of a young woman who carried a man’s ring next to her heart there could only be one crime that leaped immediately to mind. Vestals, like I say, were the most sacred things in Rome. They were sacred because the whole spiritual and physical health of the state depended – literally – on their chastity. A Vestal who broke her vows was a danger and an abomination, and there was only one penalty, mandatory even in these enlightened days. An unchaste Vestal was buried alive.

Torquata had to know, however much it hurt; Rome had to know. And the chief Vestal was hoping against all the evidence, against the evidence of her own eyes, that Cornelia’s death had been murder.

Murder, at least, was clean.
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We left the room and Torquata closed the door gently behind us.

‘Okay,’ I said. Gods, I hated this. ‘You want to fill me in on the background before we rejoin the others?’

Torquata drew herself up like a battle-weary centurion getting ready to give an unpleasant report.

‘It happened after the rites were over,’ she said. ‘The ceremonial meal also, if only just. Some time during the sixth hour.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Halfway to dawn, in other words. ‘How many people are we talking about?’

‘Present in the house? Six Vestals. Thirty invited celebrants, plus the servants and the musicians. In all, sixty. All women, of course.’

‘Right.’ While she was speaking I was having a look round the far side of the staircase at the screened section of wall. Immediately behind it was a solid, no-nonsense door that looked like it’d been there since the house was built a dozen generations back. There was no keyhole but it was fitted top, bottom and middle with heavy iron bolts that would’ve kept out anything short of a battering ram. The bolts were firmly shot home. ‘This the back door?’

‘Yes. It opens on to an alleyway.’ That was Arruntius. ‘It’s the only other way into the house apart from the front door itself. That was bolted too, naturally, while the ceremony was in progress.’

There was a lamp set into an embrasure just to the left, and its light glistened on the marble at my feet. I bent down and brushed the tip of my finger against the floor. It came away damp; not wet, just damp. It could’ve been condensation or seepage, sure, but on the other hand . . . ‘What’s upstairs?’ I said.

‘Mostly family rooms, with storage space above that. The slaves sleep in the attics.’

‘And the corridor we came along?’

‘A private bath suite with a WC attached. On the atrium side there’s the kitchen and a couple of storerooms.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I pointed to the second passageway, opposite the one we’d come through. ‘Where does that lead?’

‘To the garden. There’s a door at the far end but it’s unlocked. The garden’s an enclosed one.’

‘You mind if I take a look?’

‘Go ahead, Corvinus.’ Arruntius’s lips twisted. ‘You’re in charge.’ And I don’t envy you, his tone said. Right. I didn’t envy myself: we were going through the motions here, and all of us knew it.

I went down the passage. Sure enough, there was an open door at the end. Beyond was a big walled garden, formally laid out with statues, walks and rosebeds. It would’ve been beautiful in summer, I’d’ve guessed, but in December it just looked bleak. The walls, what I could see of them, were ten foot high, easy.

Arruntius was standing behind me. ‘The only other way in is from the atrium, through that covered porch there to your left.’

I nodded. This didn’t look good. Including the other staircase at the far end of the corridor off the atrium itself that’d connect with the upper floors there were plenty of access points to the bedroom where Cornelia had died, but they were all internal; and if both doors, front and back, had been bolted then sixty women – or fifty-nine, rather – was all we’d got. Scratch the disturbed burglar who’d panicked, stabbed first and asked questions later; he didn’t exist.

I led the way back to the hall and opened the remaining doors. Most of them were storerooms. The two either side of where Cornelia lay were bedrooms, bare and anonymous as the one with the corpse.

So much for the floor plan. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So what about the lady herself? Who was she, exactly?’

‘As I told you, the daughter of Publius Cornelius Lentulus, currently in Asia,’ Arruntius said. ‘An only child. Her mother is the sister of my friend the ex-consul Marcus Lepidus. They divorced many years ago and both have remarried. Lepida Calvina and her new husband moved to Tarentum.’

‘Uh-huh.’ All that, I knew, was incidental: Vestals are selected by the chief priest from a list of eligible girls between the ages of six and ten, and when they’re appointed the old family ties are cut completely. Cornelia’s ‘family’ would’ve been the other five Vestals living with her in the House of the Vestals just down the road next to the temple itself. I turned to Torquata. ‘She, uh, show any signs of odd behaviour recently? Seem worried, out of sorts, that kind of thing?’

I’d kept my voice neutral, but it was clear what I was asking. Also that Torquata wasn’t happy about the answer. Her big bruiser’s face reddened. ‘Yes, young man,’ she said. ‘As a matter of fact she did.’

‘Did she tell you why?’

The old girl’s lips were tight, and she was still holding herself like a soldier. ‘No. I didn’t ask. I don’t pry, Valerius Corvinus. I believe the best policy, especially with young girls, is to make oneself approachable and let them come forward themselves when they feel ready to do so. I’ve always been a great one for trust, and in an artificial environment such as ours – and it is artificial, I acknowledge that – one must be very careful not to infringe on the private space of others.’

There was a quietness to her voice, and I knew why; it’d been there since she’d touched the dead girl’s forehead. The chief Vestal was crucifying herself, wondering if things might’ve been different if she had interfered for once, knowing that it was too late now for anything but regret. I felt sorry as hell for Junia Torquata. Still, this had to be done.

I hadn’t missed that ‘Corvinus’, either. That was significant, too.

‘What about the other sisters?’ I said. ‘Would she talk to any of them?’

‘I doubt it. Cornelia wasn’t . . .’ Torquata hesitated. ‘Cornelia was a very private person, and although we get on well enough generally as a group there is still the occasional friction and the petty jealousies that exist in every family. Especially a family wholly composed of women.’ The corners of her mouth turned down. ‘You being a man would not understand, or you would find the details trivial, so I won’t be more explicit. However you may take it from me that had Cornelia approached any of her colleagues it would have been myself. I knew her from birth, and we were always close.’

‘There’s Niobe, of course,’ Arruntius murmured.

That got him a look that would’ve skewered a rhino, and Torquata’s voice took on its old sharpness. ‘Lucius Arruntius,’ she snapped, ‘I am fully aware that we have not yet come to Niobe, and I also possess a perfectly serviceable pair of ears. Caecinus was asking about the sisterhood, not the servants. Or do you think that I am prevaricating intentionally?’ Arruntius winced and said nothing. Jupiter! Well, at least the old warhorse was showing signs of pulling herself out of her slump. And I noticed that I was Caecinus again.

‘Niobe?’ I said.

‘Cornelia’s maid.’ Torquata was still glaring at Arruntius. ‘You can interview her shortly, young man. Lucius here is quite correct, they were extremely close; in fact they were brought up together.’

I nodded; yeah, that made sense. It happens all the time, especially in the old traditional families. A kid barely past the toddling stage will be matched with another of the same sex and about the same age belonging to one of the house slaves. From then on the two’ll be inseparable, with the slave kid naturally filling the role of personal maid or valet. ‘She was here last night?’

‘It was Niobe who found the body.’ Arruntius cleared his throat; the poor guy still looked chewed. ‘If anyone can help you with time or any other details like that she’s the most likely.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I paused, gathering my courage. Hell, we’d gone round the houses long enough. We all knew the vital question had to be asked and answered sooner or later, and however I phrased it it had to sound brutal. ‘Junia Torquata, I’m sorry, but is there any possibility that Cornelia had been seeing a man? That she committed suicide because she was pregnant?’

The silence was total. I expected a glare like the one that had frozen Lucius Arruntius’s balls for him, but all I got was the sort of look a doctor might expect when he told a patient she had only a month to live. Arruntius, too, said nothing, but his lips tightened and he looked away.

Finally, Torquata drew in her breath and let it out. When she did speak, her voice was low and careful, with more than a touch of steel to it. ‘I have told you, Valerius Corvinus, that I knew Cornelia from the moment she was born to the day of her death. She was a lovely girl, full of life, but she was a true Vestal. I would as soon suspect myself of breaking the vow of chastity as I would her. Your answer is no. Categorically no. Suicide or not, Cornelia lived and died a virgin, and I would swear to that by Vesta’s fire itself. Whatever proofs or indications to the contrary there might be.’

‘I agree,’ Arruntius said quietly.

Well, that was that. I sighed. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Let’s go and join the others.’

When we got back to the atrium we found that the gaggle had lost one and gained one. Camillus had left and in his place was a smart-looking guy in his mid-thirties with a broad purple stripe to his mantle and the go-getting air of the professional politician. He came over and held out his hand.

‘Gaius Sextius Nomentanus,’ he said as I took it. ‘City judge.’

Uh-oh; the top legal brass had arrived. Yeah, well, I supposed that was inevitable: not just because of the death but because the city judges, as a corporate group, foot the bill for the December rite. Nomentanus, or if not him one of his colleagues, would have a vested interest in the proceedings.

‘You’ve seen everything you need to, Valerius Corvinus?’ That was the consul, Galba. The guy had a jaw like a pike’s, and his skin had a pasty, sweaty sheen.

I nodded.

His eyes slid away from me. ‘It’s a bad business,’ he said. ‘A very bad business.’

‘Yeah.’ I had the distinct impression that he meant it was bad for business: sure, he hadn’t been around when the girl had died but a Vestal’s death in your back bedroom under suspicious circumstances wasn’t exactly a plus where a political career was concerned. I hadn’t expected to like Galba, and first-hand experience confirmed it. ‘I’ll want to talk to whoever was in charge of the servants last night, of course. The dead woman’s maid as well.’ I looked at Nomentanus. ‘If that’s okay with you, sir.’

Nomentanus had sat back down on one of the couches. He was a good-looking guy, and I noticed Aemilia was giving him sidelong glances from her own couch next door. ‘Don’t mind me, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘I’m not here in any official capacity, at any rate not in these terms. I think Arruntius explained that to you.’

Well, he couldn’t say fairer than that. Since we’d come back in I’d been letting my eyes wander round the room. There was a long wooden screen across part of the opposite wall, with a low platform in front of it, and I could feel cold air blowing from that direction. Arruntius had said you could get into the garden from the atrium via the covered porch. No doubt that was how. ‘Uh, why the platform?’ I said.

‘Oh, that was for the musicians.’ I’d thought Aemilia would have a mousey voice, but she sounded brassy if anything, and she drawled her vowels like some of these top-class patricians do.

‘Musicians?’

Bat-bat, flutter-flutter. Jupiter! ‘The rite needs music. Flutes mostly. Especially at the point when—’ Aemilia stopped, and her eyes slid nervously towards Junia Torquata, who frowned and pursed her lips.

‘Euphemeite,’ she murmured.

Keep holy silence: a rap over the knuckles because of the men present; only women are allowed to know the details of the Good Goddess’s rites. Aemilia coloured up and looked away. Yeah, well. I turned to Torquata.

‘I told you about the musicians myself, young man,’ she snapped. ‘We ordered a dozen from the guildhouse near the Temple of Juno Lucina.’

‘They’ve gone?’

‘Naturally they’ve gone. Their contract was only until dawn. They left with the other celebrants.’

‘Guild policy, Valerius Corvinus.’ Nomentanus was smiling. ‘You pay extra for overtime.’ There spoke the guy who held the purse-strings: the state gave a grant for official ceremonies, but it never went all the way towards covering costs and the balance would have to come out of the appropriate magistrates’ own pockets. Meaning, in this case, Nomentanus’s. ‘Besides, they’re working girls, they have other engagements.’

Well, it couldn’t be helped, and I could always call in at the guildhouse later for a list of names. Although it was unlikely that one of the musicians was involved. ‘You think I could talk to the maid now?’ I asked Galba. ‘Uh . . . Niobe, wasn’t it? And to your head female slave.’

‘Certainly. Certainly.’ The consul was frowning: I had the impression that he thought all this rigmarole was a waste of time and the sooner we all stopped cluttering up his living-room and went home the better. Maybe he was right. ‘I told them to wait in the kitchen. You, there.’ He beckoned over one of the slaves standing against the wall. ‘Fetch Niobe and Pythia.’

‘No, that’s okay.’ I didn’t fancy conducting an interrogation with a fair slice of Rome’s beautiful and good breathing down my neck. Besides, I’d bet the girls would be more talkative on home ground. ‘I’ll go to them.’

Galba just looked at me, then turned away with a sniff. Par for the course. I wondered if the bastard even knew where his own kitchen was.

They were sitting together side by side at the kitchen table, although I got the impression that there hadn’t been much talking going on. When I came in they jumped to their feet like someone had yanked on a string. Home ground or not, they looked nervous as hell; understandable, because like I say under the strict letter of the law with a suspicious death in the house all the slaves could be killed out of hand just on the off-chance they might’ve been in on it. It was obvious which was which: Pythia was a grey-haired old biddy seriously handicapped in the teeth department, while Niobe was a dark-haired, dark-skinned little stunner the same age as the dead girl.

There was a stool in the corner by the sink. I pulled it over and perched on it while they watched me like rabbits watching a snake.

‘Hey, that’s all right,’ I said quietly. ‘Sit down. No one’s going to bite you.’

They looked at each other. Pythia sat but the girl didn’t.

‘You’re Niobe?’ I said to her. She nodded. Her eyes were big and scared. ‘I was told you found the body.’

Another nod. Moisture gathered under her right eye and crept down her cheek, but her expression didn’t change.

‘You care to tell me about it? From the beginning?’ The girl swallowed, tried to speak and swallowed again. I waited patiently. ‘Take your time. There’s no hurry.’

‘We’d finished eating. After the rite.’ Her voice was low and husky, and the accent was good for a slave’s. Of course; she’d been brought up outside the slave quarters, as one of the family. ‘The mistress had been sitting on her own in the corner and I’d been serving her. She got up. I was going to follow, but she said not to bother, she was only going to the toilet, she wouldn’t be long. I waited fifteen minutes, maybe twenty, and she didn’t come back.’

‘So you went to see if there was anything wrong.’

She nodded. ‘She wasn’t in the WC. I thought maybe she’d been taken ill and gone to lie down somewhere, so I went looking for her. The door to one of the spare bedrooms wasopen and I saw . . . I . . .’ She stopped.

‘That’s okay,’ I said gently. ‘Take your time.’

‘She was lying on the floor with a knife in her throat. There was . . . there was blood . . . all over . . .’ The tears were running freely now, but she paid them no attention. Another gulp. ‘I’m sorry, sir. That’s all I can tell you. Except that I fetched the Lady Junia Torquata right away.’

‘Was it your mistress’s knife?’ I kept my voice neutral.

She brought the back of her hand across her eyes, wiping away the moisture; a single, sharp gesture as if she were ashamed of it. ‘No, sir. At least, I hadn’t seen it before. Any knife, I mean, not just that one. What would the mistress want with a knife?’

‘But she could’ve had it without your knowing?’

The girl was quiet for a long time. Then she said, in a voice like a ghost’s, ‘Yes. Yes, she could.’

Just that. ‘Okay.’ I shifted on the stool. ‘You sure you don’t want to sit down?’ She shook her head. ‘The Lady Torquata said your mistress seemed worried, that she had something on her mind. You know anything about that?’

‘No, sir.’

‘She didn’t talk to you about it? Give any sort of hint?’

‘No, sir.’

The lips were tight and her eyes never moved from mine. She was lying, sure she was; however, short of turning her over to the torturers I wasn’t going to get much further, and I didn’t want to do that. I sighed. ‘Was your mistress pregnant?’

‘No, sir!’ Her chin went up, and I thought for a moment she was going to hit me. ‘The Lady Cornelia was a Vestal!’

‘But you’ve just told me she didn’t confide in you. It’s possible.’

‘It is not possible! The Lady Cornelia would’ve—’ She stopped, then went on carefully. ‘My mistress would have died first. If that’s what they’re saying out there then—’

‘Okay, okay.’ I held up my hand. ‘Is there anything else you can tell me? Anything at all?’

Was that hesitation? I wasn’t sure. In any case, she shook her head.

‘No, sir. Nothing.’

‘The lady was wearing a ring. A man’s ring, on a cord round her neck. You know where she got it?’

The lips tightened again. If looks could have killed I’d’ve been a grease spot. ‘No, sir.’

Well, that was that. She knew, I’d’ve bet a year’s income on it, but short of dragging the information out of her with red-hot pincers I was stuck. Probably I wouldn’t get it even then. I turned to the other woman, Pythia. ‘Who opened the back door?’ I said.

I thought she was going to faint. ‘Pardon, sir?’

‘The tiles were wet. Someone must’ve opened the door and let the rain in.’

She was dish-rag grey and shaking. ‘The back door’s bolted, sir.’

‘Sure. It is now. But the floor was still wet. Damp, rather. It’d been mopped. My guess is whoever bolted the door, or rebolted it, maybe, cleaned up first.’

Niobe was staring at her. ‘Pythia . . .’ she said.

Pythia didn’t look at her. ‘I swear to the Lady Diana, sir—’

‘Pythia, this is important.’ The old woman was obviously terrified, but I couldn’t let up now. ‘I need the truth, okay?’

‘The back door was open?’ That was Niobe. She was still staring at Pythia.

The other slave’s eyes flicked between us. Her mouth opened and closed.

‘I didn’t mean any harm, sir,’ she whispered finally. ‘I swear I didn’t. Sir, if you tell the master he’ll—’

‘I won’t tell anyone.’ Shit! If the back door had been open all the time then this was a whole new ball game! ‘All I want is the truth. Was the door open or not?’

‘It was bolted at the start of the evening, sir, I swear!’ The old woman was mumbling so hard it was difficult to pick out the words. ‘I made sure myself.’

‘But not later?’

‘After the lady was found I saw the bolts had been slipped. I put them back, sir, just that, and I cleaned up like you said. The door was closed, there wasn’t much water. By the sweet Mother, sir, I swear I didn’t mean any harm!’

I turned away. Dear holy Jupiter, it’d been murder after all! Or at least it could have been murder.

We were getting somewhere at last. Now I needed time to think.


4

I walked back to the Caelian despite the rain. It felt funny not turning up Victory Incline to the old house on the Palatine, but we were settling in nicely to the new place on Fabricius Street. It must’ve been the fastest sale on record. Three months back we’d been twiddling our thumbs in Brindisi waiting for a favourable wind to take the ship we’d booked passage on back to Athens when a messenger had arrived hotfoot from my stepfather Priscus to say that one of his antiquities-nut cronies had fallen off his perch unexpectedly (the guy was ninety) and his house was being put on to the market. Perilla had talked me round and that was that. Half our stuff was still the other side of the Adriatic, mind, and it would stay there until the sea lanes opened again in two months’ time, but, hell, we could rough it. The only slug in the salad was that the new place was within shouting distance of Mother’s. Staving off dinner invitations without starting a major family feud was going to be much trickier in future. Not just dinner invitations, either: our compost heap was already the richer for a couple of Phormio’s more outré efforts that Mother had sent round to make sure we were eating properly. If properly’s the word. I’m not too sure about eating, either.

Bathyllus was waiting as usual with the obligatory jug when I pushed past the door-slave and got rid of my sopping cloak and mantle. The wine was steaming hot with a touch of cinnamon, just the thing after a wet, chilly walk all the way from Market Square; freshly hot, too, not a reheat. I’ve given up wondering how the little guy knows I’m coming home. Maybe he keeps a tame augur in the cupboard.

‘The mistress around, Bathyllus?’ I sipped the wine carefully as the cup thawed my hands out.

‘Yes, sir. And the new water clock’s arrived.’

‘Oh. Oh, yeah.’ I’d forgotten they were delivering the brute this morning. Perilla had seen it on one of her forays to the chichi shops in the Saepta, and she’d been immediately captivated. Me, I had my doubts. Machinery of any kind isn’t my bag, and some of those Greek gizmos are too clever for their own good. Or anyone else’s. Well, we’d just have to hope for the best. I picked up the jug from the tray and carried it with the cup through to the atrium.

‘Ah, you’re back, Marcus.’ The lady was supervising four beefy slaves who’d obviously just finished setting the thing up against the wall in the corner. They were looking pretty chewed; when Perilla supervises, she supervises. ‘How did it go?’

‘Tell you later.’ I set the jug down on a side table and laid the customary smacker between her chin and nose. ‘Jupiter! That’s a clock?’

The thing was at least five foot high by three broad, with a reservoir at the top and a maze of bronze piping beneath. Halfway up, a winged Victory with a simpering grin and a tutu held a pointer against a vertical scale with the numbers one to twelve marked on it, on the other side of which stood a titan with his hammer raised above an anvil. At the bottom two chubby-cheeked-and-buttocked cherubs were poised over a basin.

‘Right, Zosimus, fill her up!’ snapped one of the deliverymen; obviously the foreman, because he was standing well back with his hands through the belt of his tunic.

I watched fascinated as another guy shinned up a ladder with a bucket and emptied it into the reservoir.

The foreman stepped forward and cleared his throat. ‘These are the calibration valves, madam.’ He touched two eggbound ducks in bronze part the way down two central pipes. ‘They’re in the off position at present. The one on the left is for day, the one on the right for night. If one is open, the other must be closed. You understand?’

Jupiter! Complications already! I didn’t like the sound of this, but Perilla was nodding.

‘The calibration is simple. As the days lengthen during the first half of the year the left-hand duck’s beak is advanced at the rate of one notch on the kalends and ides of each month, while the right-hand duck – the night-duck, that is – is rotated in the opposite direction by a similar amount, thus matching the water flow for each pipe to the corresponding lengthening and shortening of the daylight and night-time hours. At the equinox the procedure is of course reversed for each duck. No messing around with wax to be added and removed to control the flow, you see.’ He smiled a superior smile. ‘This is a very sophisticated model.’

The lady was beaming. ‘But that’s absolutely marvellous! Most ingenious! Isn’t it, Marcus?’

I grinned at her weakly. Yeah, well, I’d take her word for it. One thing was sure: I wasn’t going to touch this bastard machine with a bargepole. Sophisticated was right; it sounded smarter than I was, for a start.

‘The Victory figure, of course, indicates the hour, and at its commencement the titan will strike his anvil bell. The water in the lower part of the system empties automatically at the close of the twelfth daytime and night-time hours respectively’ – the guy indicated the basin with the cherubs– ‘bringing the indicator back to its starting point. Your slaves then return the voided water to the reservoir by draining the basin into a bucket via the spigot which you will see at its base, and reset the valves for the appropriate upcoming time period, whereupon the cycle is repeated.’ He smiled. ‘Is all that clear, madam? Or do you have any questions?’
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