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CHARACTER LIST


Emperors






	Domitian, our Master and God

	a brooding presence





	Nero, damned to the memory

	a hero to some 









 


The household


   



	Flavia Albia

	licensed to make enquiries





	T. Manlius Faustus

	her husband, not what he was





	Dromo

	their slave, a trial





	Graecina

	their housekeeper, on trial





	Galene

	a self-styled cook, very trying





	Katutis

	a secretary from an older culture





	Larcius

	a clerk of works, down to earth





	The Fabulous Stertinius

	a visiting harpist









 


The family


   



	Q. Camillus Justinus

	a helpful uncle, a senator





	Marcia Didia

	a favourite cousin, packs a punch





	Mariusan

	other cousin, packs a flute









 


Officialdom on the Palatine


   



	Flavius Abascantus

	a high-ranking member of Roman intelligence





	Claudius Philippus

	a rising (or falling) bureaucrat, Albia’s handler





	Trebianus

	the Parthia-watcher, Albia’s other handler





	Rubrius

	Philippus’ bagman





	Fuscus

	a trained killer





	Eutrapelus

	the ultimate archivist (for the record)





	Gaius Ritellius

	a missing field agent





	Ilia

	his wronged wife









 


At the Castra Peregrina






	‘Titus’

	the Princeps Peregrinorum (not his real name)





	Plotios

	his clerk of all trades





	Alfius

	a ‘plumber’, a nice young man





	‘Nero’

	a prisoner (not his real name)





	Paternus

	an unknown quantity





	Trophimus

	an agent provocateur, nasty





	‘Simon’

	a scribe (not his real name)









 


Under suspicion
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From Albia’s contact list






	Sodalus

	an archive clerk, births and marriages 





	Perella

	a wronged ‘dancer’, mainly deaths





	Momus

	a dissolute fixer





	Rutilius Gallicus

	the Prefect of the City (top man)









 


At the Parthia House






	Dolazebol

	a devious envoy





	Bruzenus

	a duplicitous henchman





	Asxen

	his wife, a nice auntie





	Squilla

	a piece of work





	Vindobona

	her white cat1






	Two sight hounds

	who haven’t read the disclaimer





	‘a nephew’

	someone’s nephew





	Corellius

	‘counting tablecloths’





	A gardener

	‘pruning’









 


Also: veiled ladies, guards, musicians, gardeners, mules (Sabine and other), kittens, cataphracts, slaves with mops, elephant




Then shall come to the west the strife of war stirred up, and the exiled man of Rome, lifting up a mighty sword, crossing the Euphrates with many tens of thousands.


The text known as the Sibylline Oracles




Rome,
September AD 89
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Many people wanted to believe the Emperor Nero had never died. At least three pretenders passed themselves off as him. One had made a false claim within weeks, under his successor, Galba. Another was dealt with by Titus, and last year Domitian had to tackle a third. Pretending to be a resurrected Nero held a curious appeal. And it was simple: look like him, own a harp, pop up far away in Syria – then keep moving when the legions came to get you. As they certainly would.


One False Nero was caught at sea; two later ones tried fleeing to Parthia. Bad mistake. Devious foreigners in trousers and conical hats used any False Nero they got hold of as a political tool. But once Rome had negotiated the return of that particular fake, he soon ended his deluded existence, dead in a ditch. In this, at least, he matched the real Nero.


Beforehand, in establishing a claim, the harp needed to be mastered only loosely because Nero was at best a mediocre musician so any bum notes would sound authentic. Looking like him could be achieved by dyeing the hair yellow and plonking a wreath on top. Strong self-belief was a nice touch.


To be realistic, nowadays such impersonations were harder. People in Syria joined uprisings whenever they were asked, but even they were growing tired of failure and its horrible consequences. Rome has developed reprisals to its own fine art. Rome puts down a revolt so firmly that it lingers long in the memory. I should know. I come from Britain. We had all that after Boudicca.


In any case, two decades had passed since Nero died. Even in districts where he always drew a cult following, his mad appeal became more nebulous. New pretenders found it harder to tickle up rebellions, even among gullible people who convinced themselves that Nero was wonderful and had not cut his throat with a razor, or had had it cut for him because he was too cowardly. He went into hiding only until the moment came to reappear and conquer tyranny … 


In Rome, Nero was seen rather differently, even though we had a real need for a protector who could see off tyrants. We had our tyrant. He spent a lot of time looking around for people who might want to dislodge him, then had them put to death. Pretenders made him especially nervous.


The third False Nero, the recent one, remained ‘shadowy’. In part, this might have been because Rome’s Daily Gazette couldn’t be bothered with him. The editors wanted new news stories, not yet another harp-twangler, with more mischievous involvement from Parthia, leading once again to the sordid death of the hopeless hopeful. If number three was dumped in that useful ditch, who cared? Failed fakes were old news.


Besides, it was overseas. Any False Nero had to compete for public interest with the nitty-gritty of our daily life: senatorial decrees, the harvest, aristocratic births, crime, scandal, wills, portents, athletics results and the so-called military successes of our all-too-living emperor, Domitian.


The Gazette’s column about amazing spectacles had a cracker this week anyway. 


SHOCK NEWS MIRACLE ON AVENTINE Aedile struck by lightning on wedding day. ‘He is determined not to miss the Roman Games,’ vows weeping bride of miracle survivor. ‘Manlius Faustus will appear in his official role.’


Juno. That was as preposterous as most Gazette reports. It ranked with three-headed calves being born in a village in Mauretania or a small earthquake, not many dead. I was the bride so I should know. I had had no time to weep, even though the half-killed new husband was mine. And until I was sure he was fit again, my man was damn well not going to be dragged out in public at the Games, even though it was his duty to help organise them.


The mangled report did have consequences, however. That September, the toiling bureaucrats in their vast office complex on the Palatine were still tidying up loose ends on the newest False Nero. They were making sure he remained as ‘shadowy’ as possible. For a routine chore, they all read the Gazette to ensure compliance with official policy − where ‘official policy’ meant ‘the paranoid decisions of Domitian’. The Gazette’s amazing-spectacles section was less sternly policed than others − who cared about a rain of brilliant green frogs in Thrace? − but the SHOCK NEWS MIRACLE made the bureaucrats pause. In the way of their inquisitive trade, they must have checked whom this unlucky magistrate had been marrying when the lightning bolt felled him.


The report did not specify that his allegedly tearful bride was a daughter of Marcus Didius Falco, who had once worked as imperial informer, or that I myself carried out personal enquiries for the general public. The Daily Gazette probably left this unsaid because it does not accuse magistrates’ brand-new wives of low activities − not unless they have committed adultery with actors, and even then it has to be actors the public had heard of. But the bureaucrats existed to know who people were and what they did. They had their own resources − crude spies, torturers, death squads – or sometimes, for light surveillance, they would hire freelance investigators. They kept lists of all Rome’s freelances. Whether I liked it or not, they knew what I did.


Just my luck: one of them needed a task carried out discreetly. Widows were involved, nobly born widows with élite ex-husbands. To have the usual repulsive armed men approach these matrons would be undiplomatic, even in Domitian’s Rome. So when my marriage came to their attention, the officials thought of commissioning me.


My name is Albia, Flavia Albia. I carry out work for troubled people who need answers. I am efficient and discreet. I came to Rome from Britain, which makes me mysterious and exotic. But the bureaucrats knew that, as the adopted daughter of Marcus Didius Falco and Helena Justina, I could be passed off as a decent, intelligent woman whose mother was a senator’s daughter and her father a man of standing in Rome. Wonderfully for the palace, I had just married a well-regarded magistrate − and, as the Daily Gazette said, I would soon be seen nibbling nuts with him among people of the best quality at the Roman Games.


Forget the British angle. The scroll-beetles were eager to overlook any rumours that I was a bad-tempered, straight-talking Druid. For tricky interviews with highly placed widows, I was ideal.
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Many a bride wakes on the morning after her wedding feeling full of dread that her new husband may not be the man she had thought. In our case, if I had made a mistake, it was not his fault. The gods had struck him down and caused a great change in him; I must hope it was temporary. They were not my gods, or if they had been (if I had any gods), the whole Olympian pantheon would be answering to me.


Tiberius Manlius Faustus, a sweet and serious person, had wanted us to have the full marriage ceremony, with a big public procession from my father’s house to his. He believed a show was needed. He was committing himself to an informer, a bad move socially. Even I admitted that. My father swears informing is all above board, but he is also an auctioneer, so false claims come easily to him. Besides, people knew I had come from Britannia, that peculiar province at the end of Europe. Britain fascinates everyone in Rome − none of whom would want any son of theirs to set up home with a British orphan. So, while the full marriage procedure is not a legal requirement, Faustus and I went through it as a public gesture.


During my bridal procession, a huge thunderstorm broke above the Aventine Hill. A bolt of lightning felled my new husband. Nobody had yet dared to suggest this was his punishment for marrying me, although I knew people thought it.


Three other men were killed outright. At the time I could barely take in what had happened to them, but despite the rain pouring down on us, I noticed a smell of smoke. At the second of impact, I glimpsed flashes from weapons they had been carrying. I then saw agitated helpers shake their heads, gesturing to me that I should not look at the corpses, which had been stripped by the blast, leaving their clothing in shreds and their shoes blown off.


Tiberius survived. He was thrown to the ground, briefly unconscious. Family members worked frantically to revive him; they put him on his feet again, although they had to drag him to our house for he could not walk. At first he was unable to swallow or to speak, but then he bravely managed to croak an approximate bridegroom’s welcome to his new wife. I wanted to shoo everyone away but felt I must allow the formalities, because they meant so much to him.


As soon as I could, I put him to bed. It was hardly a normal wedding night. Tiberius seemed to pass it reasonably well. I did not sleep. Terrified for him, I was in anguish. We had been so full of happiness and hope. I knew how nearly I had lost him and realised from the start that he might be significantly altered.


At first, he showed few physical marks. Next morning, a huge bruise appeared on his chest. My father was to confess eventually that he must have caused it when he thumped Tiberius with a double fist because his heart had stopped. Father knew that, by horrible coincidence, I had been widowed once before in a freak street accident; Falco could not bear it to happen twice, especially right in front of me. His action saved Tiberius’s life, though he would always remain rather quiet about just how hard he had whacked him.


‘Try to hang on to this one, chuck. You attract disaster. I can’t see any other man being brave enough to take you.’


‘Oh, thanks, Pa!’ No orphan could have been adopted by anybody better. He was deeply upset; I could tell by his making a joke of the chance to beat up his new son-in-law.


Examining Tiberius further, I discovered strange spreading red ferny marks, which had developed upwards from his feet to his torso. By then Mother had sent us a doctor, who told me these patterns on the skin were typical. He reckoned the lightning had made a direct hit on the other three men; it had killed them, then bounced along the ground in lessened strength before it sprang into Tiberius. That had spared his life, although I was warned that my poor man would suffer unpredictable after-effects, probably for ever. Different people were affected in different ways, and even if he seemed unharmed, serious damage might show itself even in many years’ time.


Still shocked, he was in pain and extremely withdrawn. He let me tend him, though he hurt all over and had panic attacks. Apart from his uncle, who looked in on him briefly, I barred visitors. Most of our relatives were interested only in finding out whether our marriage had been consummated (what in Hades did they think?). Fortunately, quite a few were still too drunk to leave their houses.


The event attracted strangers. People stood outside our house and stared. Other members of the medical profession scrambled to call on us, cadging fees. I picked their brains on the doorstep, then sent them packing. Mother’s man prescribed mild sedation, while he advised letting time take its course. He was a doctor I approved of.


We had planned various parties, which I cancelled. Normally, socialising for days is compulsory for new couples, but I’d had enough at the wedding. I did consult Tiberius, who agreed we had made our point. We had announced our union in spectacular style − then when the Daily Gazette reported the event, our families told us people paid good money for this kind of recognition. Father’s secretary was sent to the Forum to write down full details, which he brought and read to Tiberius, leaving the copy for us. I tossed it into a chest. I knew what had happened. I relived it every time I tried to rest.


I kept busy.


We had come to live in a house that Tiberius had bought to renovate for us. He was supposed to be running a building firm from a yard alongside; he intended to finance our own property out of his earnings on new contracts – but when would he be fit to work again? While he remained bedridden, I did not even discuss it with him. But I had to think about the situation.


We had a bare plastered house, empty of furniture, except for a beautiful entrance hall and our own bedroom, which Tiberius had completed as his marriage gift to me. Until the morning after our wedding I had never seen them. Now I finally managed to look properly, in daylight, at the exquisite wall frescos, the elegant floors, the fielded doors with their crisp architraves and new bronze handles, the carefully repaired ceiling coves; going around alone I was very upset. If I lost him, I could never live here. He had worked so hard, intending me to enjoy this house with him. Today, he ought to have been showing me everything himself.


His fresco painter turned up as soon as he heard what had happened, anxious about his bill. I snapped that it was thoughtless to harass a man who had so nearly died, and told him to return in a few days. If Tiberius was no better, I would arrange payment myself.


Other creditors were making enquiries of our clerk-of-works, next door. Larcius came from the building yard and mentioned this quietly, saying he, too, was putting people off. I reassured him that we did have funds; it was true, though I was reluctant to dig into my own investments in case we used up all our money too soon. In the short term, Tiberius and I both had wealthy relations. We could swallow our pride, put up with their teasing, and call on my father and his uncle to pay urgent bills. That is how things are done in Rome. We would never be destitute.


I did not at this point visit my banker, a cunning Greek woman who believed all savings must be hidden from your husband. Alternatively, you should grab any money that belonged to him − after poisoning his dinner.


I liked her, but I knew Arsinoë would see the lightning-strike as the gods’ wedding gift to me: husband lost, so wife achieves wealth and independence. She had yet to learn that, if Tiberius recovered, my investments would be called in to finance our intended business. All bankers assume your money is theirs to play with. The idea that you might one day want to use it yourself is blasphemy.


Tiberius and I were planning to be a family partnership, with me fully involved in our affairs. So now I had to tackle our debts. Not for me placidly weaving at a loom in the atrium, claiming that my husband always dealt with money matters while I didn’t understand that kind of thing … I would never possess a home loom. For heaven’s sake, I was an informer, not a weaver.


I needed to organise our affairs, starting with staff in the house. So far I only had one slave belonging to Tiberius, Dromo, to assist me with nursing the patient and everything else. Dromo, a dim lad, always had a one-track mind: who looked after him? Shaken by what had happened, he became needy and anxious. If his master died, Dromo would lose his provider. There would be no more cakes, no more sleeping half the day on his mat. He might even be sold to someone who would make him work. Or they might cruelly beat him …


I said unless he stopped mithering, I would beat him myself. If he wanted Tiberius to survive, he must help me look after him. Grumbling, he took himself off to brew up a spiced drink for his master. I had given him a recipe, though teaching Dromo anything was hard.


I sat down to plan. We must have someone to answer the door. After years of run-ins with the foul-mouthed, eager-for-bribes incompetents who serve as door-keepers in Rome, I now reluctantly needed one myself. Tiberius was a magistrate and my own work attracted dubious types. Face-to-face with a stranger (or, worse, some idiot you already know), you lose your options. I had to obtain an intermediary. I could not use Rodan, the elderly ex-gladiator from my old apartment: he was sordid and filthy, not to be trusted in sensitive situations. Dromo was hopeless too. He could answer the door and take basic messages, but then he would forget to tell us.


Someone to run the household was urgently needed. I couldn’t help Tiberius with his business, deal with my own clients, then also shop, clean, cook and make beds, let alone carry out that housewifely task of chatting to visitors politely even if they were persons I despised (most people). I might manage to sit in the courtyard handing around almond biscuits, but someone had to buy in dainties and bring them on a tray. Organising a home was not for me. I can do it. Helena Justina, my adoptive mother, had made me a knowledgeable, capable woman. But it was not what I wanted to do – any more than she did. So I had to find a good steward or housekeeper, and find them fast. Then I’d supply whatever staff they needed.


I could give instructions. I had always been good at appraising situations then expressing an opinion. Tiberius even pretended to like me for it. The housekeeper would answer to me, and would know the position. Anyone who crossed me would be kicked out.


The first addition to the steward’s staff must be some biddable slave for everything Dromo refused to do.


You may think, why didn’t I dump Dromo? Bad idea. Dromo belonged to Tiberius. I would tolerate the boy patiently, as he did. I did not intend Tiberius Manlius ever to blame me for dismissing his adored favourite slave.


No, of course he did not adore him. Dromo wore him down and drove him mad. But I was keeping out of that.


I did know what I was starting here. I was a wise bride, and in choosing me Tiberius Manlius had shown he was a clever man. I was not some fifteen-year-old virgin, who had never been in charge of the keys before. I was nearly thirty and had lived on my own for years. Besides, I had been married in the past.


So had he. As far as I could see, what he had learned from it was next time to choose someone different. Having met the ex-wife, I knew he had certainly done that. A crucial difference between me and Laia Gratiana was that I had my own career. A good informer can stay solvent; my earning power gave me reassurance. However long Tiberius stayed bed-ridden, I would pay our bills. I felt lonely while he was unable to share my concerns, but I stayed calm.


I was to receive my next commission sooner than I’d thought. A new visitor arrived. Dromo let him in, shouting across the courtyard that he was too busy to keep looking after people. He went back to doing nothing. The man found his own way out to me. I knew him: it was Claudius Philippus, a bureaucrat from the palace. Although he said he was bringing official good wishes for my husband, from the start I guessed there was more to it.
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I was seated on an antique stone bench that Tiberius had bought. Philippus joined me. We were in a small, bare courtyard, facing a wall through which a doorway had recently been cut to reach the building-yard next door. Beside the door, turned up on its edge, a rough-cut stone basin leaned, a huge ugly object awaiting overdue removal. It would need a team, with sturdy ropes. There would be much cursing. I intended to watch the performance secretly from upstairs.


Something could be made of this area once we had time. At the moment the outdoor space contained only my bench and one potted oleander, a glum thing that had been brought out from where it was dying by the porch. After he entered through the redecorated hallway, Philippus must have realised the rest of our house was work in progress. Although he looked around, he made no comment. He gave a slight cough, as if reacting to the dust and expressing refined surprise that anyone could live in such chaos. I noticed him secretly making a survey of the good and the shabby. That must be to assess our financial situation.


Tiberius Claudius Philippus was lean and ascetic, with fine features. His looks seemed unexpected because his manner was that of a man with little personality or home life. (Did he eat and sleep at the palace, in case his imperial master required something?)


In his profession he followed his father, a much respected servant of the old, wise Emperor Vespasian. Claudius Laeta had been a palace freedman, so he had probably married another ex-slave of the imperial family, with their children being freeborn. Were there other children? I could not easily imagine Philippus with brothers and sisters. If so, I bet he created inventories of their toys, then wrote rules about who was entitled to play with what.


My father had worked with the older man, Laeta, whom I had met, so I knew Philippus must have gained his looks from his mother. He could have been a playboy, making a career among rich society women, yet had chosen to be a scribe. His old-fashioned attitude was all his own. None of us would have trusted his father to serve us a slice of pie – yet Laeta was always aware, a keen observer and manipulator. The son might or might not be equally acute. Tiberius and I had met Philippus recently, but had yet to learn how ambitious he was, or whether he plotted.


It seemed likely.


Claudius Laeta, the father, did plot. He had carried on a gritty feud for years with the head of the intelligence service. Laeta had come up under the Emperor Claudius, whereas Anacrites had been Nero’s man. In public administration, this kind of history is critical. When the chief spy had brought their tussle to an end by dying in dark circumstances, as the best and worst of them tend to do, Claudius Laeta did not grieve for him but grabbed the role of spymaster. With him in charge, first Vespasian and then the short-lived Titus revamped Rome’s security service, once merely a minor role of the Praetorian Guard. Laeta was so subtle that the public barely noticed his adaptations.


Under Domitian that altered. Spies were now openly everywhere; they were watching not hostile frontier tribes (though they must do that as well) but all of us at home, their brooding master’s frightened subjects. As I greeted Philippus, therefore, I felt wary. 


‘When we met, your father had just died. Are you succeeding Claudius Laeta?’ I was flattering him. Philippus seemed to be in his thirties, too young to head a secretariat. He wore white palace livery, though kept it plain, with quite meagre gold trimmings, and he did not reek of fancy pomades. I could see no jewellery.


‘My field of interest is similar.’ This cagey reply was reminiscent of Laeta, who had cultivated his mystique. I decided to treat Philippus carefully, so I waited for him to take the initiative.


Bringing official good wishes was a normal enough reason for this visit. A magistracy made Tiberius one of the most significant men in Rome, at least during his year of office. There were four aediles; to those of senatorial rank it was a rung on the ladder to consul, though Tiberius was plebeian so could expect much less. Still, for this year he looked after a quarter of the city.


Philippus said Domitian would wish to know that an aedile had so nearly died, and in such an extraordinary way – spared by the gods. Would I describe what had happened? I did so, keeping it factual. ‘Please don’t make too much of this, Philippus. Don’t let it sound like some divine favour, competition for our Master and God.’ That was the title Domitian liked, while pretending he was too modest to allow people to say it.


Philippus pursed his lips slightly. He knew what I meant. Our emperor believed himself a protégé of Jupiter, with Minerva as his personal patron. Anybody else claiming the gods’ special approval would diminish the Emperor’s position. Domitian could easily take it into his head that Faustus posed a threat. ‘He had a lucky escape, Philippus, but is suffering painfully. For Manlius Faustus this is no divine honour!’


Philippus wanted to see for himself. I had to allow it, so I led him upstairs. When we looked into the bedroom, Tiberius lay pale, his eyes closed. He seemed asleep, though as Philippus left he opened his eyes to exchange a look with me. I found his expression worrying. I could not stop to investigate but it left me edgy.


Philippus seemed in no hurry to leave. Back in the courtyard, he stared around nosily again; this time he commented on the lack of staff. He said I seemed to have my hands full, then pointed out that building projects were notoriously expensive.


I saw what he was doing. I let him make his play.


‘You must have enough anxieties without financial pressure … I hope I can speak to you frankly. Would a paid task be welcome, Flavia Albia? Something so quick and easy, you could do it in your sleep?’


‘My husband does not wish his wife to work,’ I simpered shamelessly. Tiberius had not raised the issue or I would never have married him. He valued my work.


He could probably overhear us from the bedroom above – I had left a door open in case he needed something. However, I heard no guffaws or growls.


‘I am sure we could find you an acceptable commission … In fact, I do have something that would be suitable – if you were interested?’


Reluctant to work for officialdom, I gave Philippus no encouragement.


He pressed on. Nothing deters a bureaucrat when he is trying to offload a task – and, as my father would say, especially when it’s a stupid one. ‘I feel sure your husband will approve … Flavia Albia, I need a respectable person I can trust, preferably female, to ask questions of two women. They are very high status, ex-consuls’ wives. In fact, both their husbands were provincial governors.’


‘Were?’


Philippus jumped nervously. ‘Dead, sadly. Both men.’


‘How?’ I asked, stony-faced.


‘Executed.’


I knew what this meant. ‘Big men sent to help them commit suicide? Loud knocks on the door, with swords at dawn?’


‘Yes, the usual.’


Philippus made it sound a matter-of-fact occurrence. To him, it was. He worked for Domitian.


Having persons of high rank removed by armed officers occurred too often nowadays. Titus had done it; even Vespasian occasionally, though he would use Titus as his frontman. They played it down. They acted as if executions troubled them. Domitian had no qualms. Under him, anyone who had the bad luck to catch the Emperor’s eye might find himself doomed.


I had not agreed to accept the commission, but of course I asked who the dead men were and what they had done.


‘Who they were is the easy question. Your task, my dear Albia, is to help me prove what they did.’


‘What they really did, you mean? I assume Domitian already had thoughts on the subject when he picked them for a snap redundancy.’ Any ‘thoughts’ from Domitian about his presumed enemies tended to be ludicrous.


Philippus explained. One of the men had been killed the previous year, one more recently. When I was told their names, I vaguely remembered. The deaths had been notorious because Domitian had struck when both men were in service, still out in their provinces. To execute a serving governor was unheard of. Governors had been charged with misdemeanours, usually extortion from provincials, but they had been properly brought home and put on trial.


Why did he do it? Deadpan, Philippus named the charges against them: Sallustius Lucullus, governor of Britain, supposedly ‘invented a new javelin and called it after himself’. If true, it was a stupid insult to a touchy emperor. Civica Cerialis, in Asia, was simply indicted for ‘conspiracy’, a conveniently woolly term. It would have been difficult for either to defend himself, though defence against Domitian was never a real option.


I assumed they were killed for a connection with the Saturninus revolt; Antonius Saturninus was himself a provincial governor, in Upper Germany. Last January he made a bungled attempt to seize power; afterwards, Domitian executed senators he suspected of involvement. He could not pinpoint many.


With Saturninus, poor preparation might explain why he was so quickly defeated. To be confirmed in office would have meant winning over the extremely nervous Senate. My two uncles, who were senators, reserved judgement, never making any public comment. Most shared their caution.


Any wide-scale support for Saturninus eluded detection. However, Philippus told me that Domitian had not forgotten. Almost a year later, he still wanted revenge.


He was currently away in Pannonia, defending our borders. With autumn, the fighting season ended; Domitian would be coming home. In Rome’s mighty hilltop palace all the bureaucrats were jumpy. Naturally Philippus wanted a good report with which to greet his master. He wanted me to provide it. ‘Our Master would be very pleased to have his thoughts on these two men validated.’


Or much less pleased if I proved he had been wrong … That might be fatal for me. ‘Is he definitely coming back?’ I asked. ‘He won’t enjoy himself with banqueting and screwing fancy boys in winter quarters?’


Philippus let this pass, perhaps knowing it had some basis. ‘He has made peace and is coming home. He is to be awarded a double triumph for his successes in Pannonia and Dacia.’


‘Peace? I thought he bought the Dacians off!’ Many people despised him for it. I might have done, but I already despised him for too many other things. ‘I haven’t heard anything about the Senate awarding a triumph.’


‘Nor has the Senate yet.’ Philippus put on a special owl-eyed dour look. His father, I thought, would never have admitted that the Senate were helpless puppets.


‘What Domitian wants, the Senate must provide?’


He nodded.


It seemed incongruous to be seated in my private garden being told state secrets by a man who had seemed too junior to know them, but Domitian’s administrators tended to be young. He quickly dispensed with older ones, whom he viewed as compromised. Rather than use their experience or trust their loyalty, Domitian ousted anyone who had served his father and brother – even going right back to doddery freedmen who had once had connections with Nero.


‘So what’s your task, Philippus? Is it suitable for me, and do I even want to try?’


The good-looking man looked down his long nose at me. ‘I invite you to interview the wives of Lucullus and Cerialis. See if they will confirm that their husbands were supporters of Saturninus.’


I scoffed. The women would never admit that. ‘It would be foolish to reveal pillow talk. To admit they were aware of the revolt in advance would damage themselves, any children they have, and other relatives.’ Plots in Rome never went away. Executing two governors was merely the start; ripples would be flowing outwards from this incident for years. Nobody close to the men Domitian had condemned would ever emerge into the light, free from suspicion.


I know this. Something similar had once happened in my own family. We never speak of it.


‘What is the fee?’


Without hesitation, Philippus named a sum. It was larger than I had expected. He seemed very sure of himself.


‘Claudius Philippus, do you have clearance for that?’


‘I do.’


‘I am impressed. I want it in advance,’ I specified.


‘Oh, come, Flavia Albia! Have faith. Your father has done imperial work and been paid for it.’


‘Two years later! I need income now, Philippus. That is the whole point. I have plenty to do as an aedile’s wife, especially with the Roman Games fast approaching. Manlius Faustus needs me. If you want me to stop looking after him and do this as a favour to you, you will have to pay upfront.’


He sighed. ‘Well. I have a special fund I can call upon.’


Special cash funds are always intriguing. They are usually secret, and meant for spending on very special actions. I wanted to discover more.


‘I deduce this task will be more difficult than you are so blithely making out … Would I have assistance?’


‘My staff are always helpful.’


‘And do you think the governors were plotting?’


‘It is more than probable.’


‘Not a fantasy of the Emperor’s?’


‘The Emperor is extremely shrewd.’ When you feel convinced people are out to get you, you have to stay sharp. Domitian had the knack of clinging to life.


‘I still think the ladies will simply deny it.’


‘I fear so.’ Philippus took this calmly. He put his fingertips together, a precise, prissy gesture. ‘But we have to ask the question. So, Flavia Albia, can I assume you are willing to do this?’


I accepted the job.


The man from the palace then added smoothly: ‘There is something else you can do for me, if you will. While you are questioning the women about Saturninus, please see whether their husbands were in any way connected with the Syrian fiasco. I need to know if the men had any contact with, or interest in, the third False Nero.’


‘Trust a secretariat to want two jobs for the price of one!’


‘You agree?’


‘I agree that I can ask them.’


That was how I came to obtain special knowledge of imperial fakes. Philippus just casually tossed it in.


Of course I am not supposed to discuss that sorry business or even hint that I know about it. My father always says, the whole Roman Empire will have to decline and fall before his sensational memoirs can be put before an astonished public. Mine will contain lively material too. For instance, the third False Nero, whom Philippus so slyly added to my commission, was not as shadowy as people think. I can say that with some confidence: I met him.
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I should have paid more attention to the Nero request. When a bureaucrat pretends something has little importance, you can bet it is significant.


By then my thoughts were back with my stricken husband. I was wondering why, when Tiberius Manlius opened his eyes, he had seemed so troubled as he looked at me. It was as if he could not even remember who I was.


As soon as Philippus left, I went upstairs, carrying the official tablet that set out my access to the interviewees.


Dromo was there. ‘I am looking after him!’


Clearly I was supposed to remove myself. ‘I am here now.’ The slave glared. ‘I want to talk to your master in private.’ I held the door open for him, pointing the way out in case he failed to get the message. I won, though I felt I could not always rely on it happening.


Tiberius had watched without comment. I gazed at him. He was washed and dressed, though Dromo had not shaved him. His skin felt too sensitive; he could not bear the razor. To see such a sturdy figure reduced to lying feebly on his bed all day was dreadful.


His grey eyes assessed me. He must see my anxiety, so at last he held out a hand, encouraging me to sit by him. His grip felt warm enough.


Perched on the edge of the bed, I waved my commission tablet. ‘Philippus wants me to conduct some interviews. I told him you refuse to let your wife work.’ A smile hovered faintly. His sense of humour was lurking in there still. ‘The fee will pay the fresco painter, but it carries a moral burden. I have never acted for the government; I never wanted to.’


‘Your father has.’ Affected by his sedative, Tiberius’ words came out a little slurred.


‘Yes, but never since Vespasian died. Father had respect for him. I am being hired to validate the dark suspicions of our Master and God, which is very different … I have to prove, or disprove, that he was right to execute two men.’


‘Just because Domitian believes other people are plotting doesn’t mean he has imagined it.’ Tiberius was alert enough and as usual very fair.


‘Oh, yes. Once a plot succeeds, his suspicions will all be justified … If he really is a god, then after he croaks he can look down on us all with that knowing smirk of his.’ Tiberius shook his head slightly, warning me not to be outspoken. ‘Well, aedile, my task seems straightforward: interviews of respectable widows. They will know who I am and why I have been sent. It is all out in the open.’


Tiberius gave me a half-shrug.


I wanted him to rant and refuse permission. I wanted a tussle. Would he care more if he was not in pain? I hated to see him too weak to criticise this new task, and perhaps, even at this stage, I wanted him to give me an excuse to turn the palace down.


I gazed at him. My husband. My husband, whom the Roman gods had snatched away into some darkness where I was no longer certain I could reach him.


‘Oh, Tiberius! How are you, sweetheart?’ His response was another lacklustre movement. We were honest with one another. I explained how his expression earlier had alarmed me. ‘You looked like a man with memory loss. I felt frightened that you were wondering who I was.’


At that, the look I had noticed seemed to clear. He reached out, pulled me down beside him on the bed and held me in his arms. Against the top of my head he murmured, with something like his normal chortle, ‘Unforgettable!’


‘Flavia Albia?’


‘Flavia Albia. Daughter of Didius Falco and Helena Justina.’ The formal reply seemed reassuring – until he went on, ‘Wife of Manlius Faustus … But that’s the problem,’ admitted Tiberius, quietly. ‘Who is Faustus?’


He might have been teasing. Yet his insecurity was heart-rending.




5


I decided to see the British governor’s widow first. I wanted to get Britain out of the way. I had told Philippus to fix it up for that same afternoon.


I was to interview both women at the palace. Neutral ground. The best place available, since I was told they had sold their town mansions and gone to live quietly in the country on family estates. Once Domitian had despatched their husbands, they must have found it hard to remain in Roman society, where most of their friends would feel nervous about knowing them. Perhaps they managed to see those people in the country. More likely, friendship was another of the losses inflicted on them.


Philippus must have compelled these noble women to journey to Rome especially to be questioned. I guessed he was reminding them of the Emperor’s power over them.


Hey-ho. Perhaps I would start with an apology … Somehow I felt that was unlikely to win these ladies over.


Before I tackled the interviews, I prepared myself. 


There were certain things I could deduce. The widows must be of an older generation than me. Their men had completed the full senatorial course of honour. That ran through aedile, quaestor, praetor, consul and overseas legate until, if one was cynical, it nowadays ended with offending Domitian and premature death. For consul, the qualifying age is forty; when their provinces were granted they would be shy of fifty, with their wives perhaps ten years younger. Aristocrats tend to marry when they are entering the Senate at twenty-five, often taking wives who are still teenagers. This is supposed to ensure no taint of scandal attaches to their brides; well, young girls are famous for concealing whatever they get up to. I had teenaged sisters. My parents were living with fear every day.


The senators might have done their wild living too, but that never counts against men. Settle down, Albia!


So the two ex-consuls had been mature, at the height of their powers, perhaps even wise and competent. They would have travelled out to run some foreign place, before enjoying a comfortable retirement with any money they had creamed off its locals – provided they dodged imperial disfavour.


Asia is generally seen as the highest prize available. The man there would already have served three years in a lesser province, which would have made him older though still not decrepit. For Domitian to grant him Asia was a very specific honour. How did Civica Cerialis subsequently lose the Emperor’s trust so badly?


Britain, of course, is inferior. No favour there!


As I expected, nothing much was known about Sallustius Lucullus, who had been sent to Romanise the woady British natives. I knew he had been appointed in the wake of Julius Agricola, with whom Domitian had a touchy relationship; the Emperor distrusted Agricola’s supposed ambition and military success. Agricola nevertheless stayed in post for a long period, conquering away; when finally recalled to Rome, it was said that he entered the city unobtrusively by night instead of proudly and publicly. After debriefing, he was granted triumphal honours, including a forum statue, but he immediately retired.


People believed Agricola had been offered the important governorship of Africa, but declined it. Perhaps he loathed Domitian – or knew Domitian loathed him. There was talk of ill health. My family, who took an interest, simply thought Julius Agricola had had enough. Civilising Britain had exhausted him. Well, it might have, they said, grinning at me.


Sallustius Lucullus, who replaced him, was ordered to avoid more military conquest. Not for him annexing Caledonian mountains. So, was he bored, twiddling his thumbs, until he began inventing new army equipment? Or was that javelin story a pretext?


Usefully, I was able to fill out my deductions. One of my uncles, a senator, came visiting to ask after Tiberius. His breezy voice calling hello announced him, in the usual absence of Dromo: Camillus Justinus, Mother’s younger brother, her favourite. He strode in without ceremony, despite the purple-bordered toga, which he always wore rather raffishly.


‘Uncle Quintus!’


He gave me a hug, knocking the breath out of me. ‘That was some wedding, young Albia! Thundering Jupiter! How is the poor fellow?’


I sent him up to see the patient. He was gone a while. Tiberius must have been talking.


When he came down again my uncle asked sternly about my task for Philippus. So that was it! Men deciding what was suitable and safe for me.


I exploited his presence to ask about the two dead governors. Justinus said Sallustius Lucullus was never prominent. ‘My impression of him in the Senate is of a plodder.’


‘He had to be thought efficient, though Domitian cannot have viewed him as dangerously ambitious. Might he have supported the Saturninus revolt?’


‘Not enough gumption.’


‘Was he obsessed with military toys?’


‘What toys?’


I explained about inventing the new kind of javelin. My companion winced. He had served in a legion but he was no armed-forces fanatic. He liked to read, eat, and father children. He was a benign parent. His rabble of six had marauded like little barbarians at my wedding.


‘So, Uncle, did you know the other man, Civica Cerialis?’


‘Not me.’


‘Really?’


‘Never met him, honest.’


‘I get it! None of you in the Senate have any idea what he did wrong?’


Justinus pulled a face. ‘The general thought is that he did nothing. I mean nothing,’ he hinted heavily.


‘Didn’t support the Saturninus revolt, for instance?’


‘Doubt it. Too far away. He was off in the east. Anyway, I think Domitian eliminated old Cerialis before the revolt happened. More likely his crime was inertia during the Nero fiasco.’


‘Ah! Enlighten me, Uncle.’


‘Well, this is a guess. When the latest fake turned up in Asia, Domitian probably felt Cerialis ought to have barred him more robustly.’


‘The False Nero travelled to Asia?’


‘He certainly didn’t stay in his Syrian village. He gathered followers and set out for Rome. When that went wrong, the idiot went to Parthia. But the whole adventure seems murky.’


‘That’s intentional,’ I told him. ‘Diminish his importance by publicly ignoring him … Quintus, I suppose such a situation always poses a problem for a governor. He must wonder, What if this unlikely upstart wins? After all, Vespasian and Titus gained the throne from the east, which seemed a crazy feat at the time.’


My uncle nodded. I knew the story only as a kind of folk tale, whereas he was old enough to remember. ‘Vespasian won because the governors of various eastern provinces, in a region where he was conveniently fighting at the time, declared for him. The way he played it, it was their idea to put him up for emperor. It did demonstrate that frontier governors, who all control very active legions, could influence who holds the throne – with the possibility that they might do so again.’


‘So a False Nero appearing on his doorstep could have given Cerialis ideas?’ I asked.


Gazing at me with fine dark eyes, my uncle spoke as if giving a legal verdict: ‘Young woman, provincial governors are supposed to have sufficient judgement to dismiss any yellow-haired shepherd lad who comes along singing and claiming to be a dead man’s ghost.’


‘Well, tell me something else. Cerialis was dead in Asia before Saturninus made his play in Germany. In my commission they seem oddly linked. What about Saturninus? Did you know him, Quintus?’


Once again I heard the all-innocent line: ‘That misguided rebel was utterly friendless. Ask anyone!’ Uncle Quintus had a particularly telling grin.


Always attractive, he had grown even more into his looks as he had matured in his middle years. His humour was drier too. He knew how the world worked, tolerated its inequalities because he had to, but among his family he deplored nonsense.


Neither he nor his elder brother would be offered consulships or provinces, although they were fully capable. Years ago, a relative had plotted against an emperor. The doors to political success closed in their faces. Instead, they became lawyers, not flamboyant ones who were famous for litigation, but the honest kind who tried to advise clients on how to avoid the courts. Politically they kept a low profile. They had managed to enter the Senate, like their father, but could advance no further.


Neither ever referred to their career disappointments; nor did they seem to bear grudges. Yet supporting Saturninus might have appealed: a grateful newcomer might have given Camillus Aelianus and Camillus Justinus opportunities they had long been denied by the Flavians. Both astute, they had judged the revolt in Germany a predetermined failure. Anyway, one plotter in the family was enough. One disgrace. Any false move now and Domitian might remember what had happened in the past. That would be typical of him. It could be fatal for them. 


When Quintus was younger, before his career faltered, he had been a military tribune in Upper Germany, based at Moguntiacum. As I expected, he had views on what had happened there last year. ‘Moguntiacum is a huge fort, housing two legions – both notoriously stroppy. The Fourteenth Gemina has a terrible reputation. The Twenty-first Rapax are no better.’


‘You served in one of those?’


‘No, the First Adiutrix. They moved over to the Danube. It was partly to empty a space where the Twenty-first Rapax could be dumped. The Fourteenth had already been drafted there for one ruckus too many. When Saturninus took up his post, the two legions had been cosying up together for too long. Then, too, there was serious money stashed at the fort, a double whack of soldiers’ savings. Saturninus relied on these uppity buggers, and intended to use their cash to fund himself.’ Quintus stretched his legs as if he felt uncomfortable. ‘They backed him – so, Albia, I call the affair in January a mutiny, not a rebellion. The thing was never sound. It was one man who should have been cleverer, plus soldiers behaving like idiots. By no means a wide-scale political movement.’


‘Why was Domitian so exercised about two legions?’ I asked.


‘Saturninus had four, in fact, a huge army. His other two declined to join in, though that could not be foretold in advance. Besides, his truly evil plan was to invite the Chatti to cross the frozen Rhine from Free Germany. The tribe was ready to do it but a sudden thaw made the river impassable.’ I could see that, for Camillus Justinus, encouraging barbarians to attack Rome was a serious sin.


‘My impression is the rebels, or mutineers, just caved in?’


Justinus shook his head. ‘No, it came to battle. Saturninus’ forces were defeated and he was killed. He completely underestimated Domitian’s reaction. The Emperor himself was on his way to Upper Germany, with Ulpius Trajanus fast-marching a legion in from Spain, but even before they got there Lappius Maximus had rushed up troops from Lower Germany. He crushed the rebellion. Lappius had the First Minervia. Domitian founded that legion. Your everyday soldier somehow likes Domitian and, no question, those lads would not let their founder be deposed.’


I was curious about what happened next. ‘It was all kept under wraps, as I remember. Finished before the public in Rome realised anything was happening?’


Quintus’ face darkened. ‘Yes, it came as a shock. But Domitian must have been warned that a coup was likely to happen on New Year’s Day. He was secretly ready for it.’


‘He had loyal generals.’


‘He had spies.’


‘Hmm! And afterwards, Quintus? I know officers from the two mutinous legions were brutally hunted down in Germany.’


‘They were tortured and decapitated. Domitian had the severed heads despatched to Rome, then displayed in the Forum. It was the crudest warning to the Senate – this is what happens to those who oppose me. We had no idea. We turned up at the Curia for normal business,’ said Quintus, in a bleak tone, ‘and, without warning or explanation, found a sickening row of bloody heads. Some, of course, were senators’ young relatives.’ Suddenly Justinus shifted in his seat. ‘That’s enough. Don’t ask me any more.’


I was surprised he cut me off. ‘Hey! Why this caution?’


‘You are an informer for Domitian now.’


Too late, I grasped the implications. With our paranoid emperor, no one trusted anyone, even close family. Any indiscreet talk might be reported. Your relatives, your friends or your slaves might betray you.


Quintus pointedly changed the subject.


Like Philippus, he gazed around. He asked how I was coping. I assured him I had plans for new staff to help; I knew a good steward who might be at a loose end. At once Quintus kindly whistled up his escort, extracted an address from me, and sent a man off to invite Gratus to come along later to discuss whether he was interested.


This positive action cheered me. So when, shortly afterwards, I wrapped a stole around my head for decency and set off to the Palatine, I walked with a light step as if I was making progress.


I knew my uncle’s discretion was wise. Luckily for Philippus, evaluating the widows was not the first job that had made me uncomfortable. Informers have to do whatever comes along. ‘Just like lawyers!’ I had teased Quintus. He took it badly.


Before I began, I walked around the Capitol to the Atrium of Liberty, where some of the censors’ records are kept, and asked for an old contact. Sodalus was a sludge-coloured slave in a grunge-coloured tunic, though he persuaded himself he was clean-cut. A clue to his vanity was his red-laced shoes, which must have got him noticed when he was out on the pull among his cronies.


I asked him to dig out any scrolls that contained references to the two families I was investigating. He grumbled. I said it was official. He agreed to assist but I had to come back later. ‘Much later.’ He scratched a boil on his cheek for emphasis.


‘You’re a gem, Sodalus. Tomorrow.’


‘Too soon!’


‘Wrong, sweetie. It is for the Emperor.’ I already enjoyed this deployment of the august one to speed up results.


Well, it might work. Sodalus gave me a curl of the lip that implied everyone tried to use ‘imperial business’ as a fulcrum. I stressed that time was of the essence. He scoffed, ‘What’s new?’
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