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For Roy et ceteris


Dramatis Personae

(Purely fictional characters appear in lower case.)

Agron: A large Illyrian, now resident in Rome.

ASPRENAS, Lucius Nonius: The nephew of Varus and of his sister Quinctilia.

Bathyllus: Corvinus’s head slave.

Callias: Perilla’s head slave.

CORVINUS (Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus): A rich young nobleman approached by Perilla in connection with the return of her stepfather Ovid’s ashes. He was grandson to the poet’s friend and patron of the same name.

COTTA (Marcus Valerius Cotta Maximus Corvinus): Corvinus’s uncle.

Crispus, Caelius: An insalubrious dealer in gossip.

Daphnis: A slave in Scylax’s gymnasium.

Davus: An ex-slave, first of Aemilius Paullus then of Fabius Maximus.

FABIUS MAXIMUS, Paullus: One of Augustus’s closest friends and advisers, and Perilla’s uncle.

Harpale: An old slave in the household of Marcia, Perilla’s aunt.

Lentulus, Cornelius: A disreputable but influential old senator.

MARCIA: Widow of Augustus’s friend and confidant, Fabius Maximus.

MESSALINUS (Marcus Valerius Messalla Messalinus): Corvinus’s father; a politician and lawyer notable for his sycophantic support of Tiberius.

OVID (Publius Ovidius Naso): One of Rome’s greatest-ever poets, and Perilla’s stepfather. Exiled to Tomi by Augustus in AD 8, despite almost constant pleas for pardon, he died there in AD 17.

PAULLUS, Lucius Aemilius: The husband of Augustus’s granddaughter Julia. He was executed for treason in AD 8.

PERILLA, Rufia: Ovid’s stepdaughter (her mother, Fabia Camilla, was Ovid’s third wife). She was married to Publius Suillius Rufus. Her family-name (Rufia) is my own attribution.

Pertinax, Gaius Attius: An old friend and colleague of Corvinus’s grandfather, now in retirement south of Rome.

Pomponius, Sextus: A decurion who once served under Corvinus’s father.

QUINCTILIA: The sister of Quinctilius Varus.

RUFUS, Publius Suillius: Perilla’s husband, currently serving abroad with Germanicus.

Scylax: An ex-trainer of gladiators set up by Corvinus in his own gymnasium near the Circus.

SILANUS, Decimus Junius: A Roman noble accused of adultery with Augustus’s granddaughter Julia.

GERMANY

ARMINIUS: The principal German rebel leader, responsible for the Varian Massacre.

CEIONIUS, Marcus: One of Varus’s staff, and also his accomplice in treason.

EGGIUS, Lucius: With Ceionius, Varus’s Camp Commander and a member of his advisory staff.

VARUS, Publius Quinctilius: Augustus’s military viceroy in Germany. Massacred along with the three legions he commanded in the Teutoburg Forest.

VELA, Numonius: Varus’s second, and commander of the cavalry on the final march.
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I’d been at a party on the Caelian the night before. My tongue tasted like a gladiator’s jockstrap, my head was pounding like Vulcan’s smithy, and if you’d held up a hand and asked me how many fingers you’d got I’d’ve been hard put to give a definite answer without using an abacus. My usual morning condition, in other words, and hardly the best state for a first meeting with a tough cookie like the Lady Rufia Perilla.

You know the type: six feet tall, four across the shoulders, hair like wire and biceps like rocks. A cross between Penthesilea the Amazon Queen and Medusa the Gorgon before Perseus shortened her by a head, with a look and a voice that can wither a man’s balls at thirty yards.

Only the woman striding towards me across the marble hall floor trailing my slave Bathyllus behind her like an arena cat’s leavings wasn’t like that at all. Far from it. This particular tough cookie was a stunner.

I did a quick appraisal. Early twenties (a year or so older than me), spear-straight and slim, clear-skinned, tall and tawny, with hair so bright that it hurt. On the debit side, eyes that would’ve nailed a basilisk and a no-nonsense perfume (I could smell it already) that reminded me unpleasantly of cold plunges, clean living and healthy exercise. Debit item three . . .

Item three was Bathyllus. The little guy looked chewed, and no one fazes Bathyllus. He stares down pukkah senators and deglazes dowagers, he can reduce legionary commanders to jelly, and I’d back him against anything human and maybe a step or two either side. So if this lady had taken Bathyllus apart already then she scared the shit out of me.

I tried to stand and then thought better of it. The floor wasn’t too steady that morning.

‘You’re Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus.’ Rufia Perilla obviously didn’t believe in wasting time, or in asking questions.

‘Uh . . . yeah.’ It was less of a confirmation than a nervous twitch. I’d’ve said the same if she’d called me Tiberius Julius Caesar.

‘Your grandfather’ – she fixed me with a glare that had me checking whether I’d remembered to put a tunic on – ‘was my stepfather’s foremost patron.’

‘No kidding. Your stepfather?’

‘The poet.’

‘The poet?’ Shit. My mind wasn’t up to snappy intellectual banter this time of the morning. The only poet I could think of offhand was Homer, and I was fairly sure even in my present condition that he wasn’t the guy she meant.

‘The poet Ovid.’

‘Oh, that poet!’ A bell in my head was ringing faintly. Or maybe it was just my hangover. ‘Yeah. Great. So you’re . . . what’s-his-name’s stepdaughter? Well well well well well!’

I knew the slip was a bad one when I saw her mouth harden into a line you could’ve used to cut marble. Under normal circumstances, or at least when I was completely sober, which isn’t quite the same thing, I’d never have made a mistake like that. I may have no interest in literature but I’m no thicko. Maybe Ovid had been rotting away in exile for ten years, but he was still the best poet we’d had since Horace hung his clogs up.

The words were out and there was no calling them back. Things went very quiet, the temperature dropped to its midwinter level and I swear I saw ice form in the ornamental pool. Bathyllus had been watching our little exchange like Cassandra waiting for Agamemnon to speak his last line and head for the tub. Now he winced and looked away. Bathyllus never could stand the sight of blood.

The beautiful arched eyebrows came down like a chopper.

‘I realise this is hard for you to follow in your present condition, Valerius Corvinus,’ she said in a voice that was pure Egyptian natron, ‘but do try please because it’s important. My stepfather was Publius Ovidius Naso. He wrote poetry and he was exiled to Tomi on the Black Sea. You understand the word “poetry” or should I explain?’

‘Uh . . . yeah. I mean no.’ Jupiter! I wasn’t up to this. Not this morning. Probably not ever. ‘Look, I’m sorry. Sit down, er . . .’

‘Perilla. Rufia Perilla. What on?’

‘Hmm? Oh, yeah. Bathyllus?’

But Bathyllus was already carrying one of my best chairs through from the study. I hadn’t seen the little bastard move that fast in years. Not since his hernia.

She sat, and I tried, desperately, to put my head back together again.

‘You said “wrote”, Lady Rufia.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘“Wrote”. Past tense. He’s, like, dead then. Ovid. Your stepfather.’

Yeah, I know. As a conversational gambit it stank. But you must remember I was having a hard time stopping my brain from oozing out my ears. Delicacy was the least of my problems.

She nodded and lowered her eyes. For a moment I saw the ice melt and the woman show through.

‘The news came two days ago,’ she said. ‘He died last winter just after the sea lanes closed. The message came by the first ship.’

‘Uh, I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t be.’ The ice was back. ‘He was glad to go. He hated Tomi, and that . . .’ her teeth closed on the word. ‘The emperor would never have let him come home.’

True enough, I thought. Tiberius hadn’t actually been the one to exile the guy, but he’d confirmed Augustus’s sentence after the old emperor fell off his perch. Became a god. Whatever. I didn’t know what the reason had been for packing Ovid off to Tomi originally, nor, to my knowledge, did anyone else; but I could make an educated guess. Perilla’s stepfather had had the morals and self-restraint of a priapic rabbit. One day the poor bastard had found himself hauled into Augustus’s private study. There the emperor had chewed off his balls and stuffed a one-way ticket to the Black Sea up his rectum. Exit Rome’s greatest living poet, with no formal charge and no trial. When Augustus died (or was promoted if you prefer) Ovid’s friends had put in to the new emperor for a pardon. The Wart had refused. Now, it seemed, the guy had moved on to the Complete Works category and a pardon was academic.

Bathyllus soft-shoed across the marble floor, showing the whites of his eyes. He set a small table beside Perilla with a bowl of fruit and some nuts on it, bowed and sidled out again quickly. Maybe it was some weird Greek ceremony of propitiation: Bathyllus can be a superstitious sod at times. In any event it was wasted. Perilla ignored both the table and him, confining herself to straightening her exquisitely draped mantle. I gathered the shreds of my dignity together, tried to ignore whoever was sawing off the top of my skull, and got to the point.

‘So how can I help?’

‘I should have thought that was obvious.’

The hell with dignity. ‘Look, lady, I don’t read minds, right? Just give it to me straight.’

Yeah. Not exactly formal Ciceronian prose but I was getting just a little tetchy myself. Strangely, Perilla didn’t seem to mind. For a moment her eyes rested on me; coolly, appraisingly.

‘I’m sorry, Valerius Corvinus,’ she said. ‘You’re perfectly correct, and I apologise. As I said, my stepfather has just died. We – my mother and I – would like his ashes to be returned to Rome for burial. As his patron it is of course your duty to put our request to the emperor.’

Yeah. Her exact words, I swear to you. I gaped. If he wants you to do something your ordinary client will spend a day or so telling you what a great guy you are, sending you the odd sturgeon, maybe a box or two of stuffed Alexandrian figs. Then when he’s softened you up enough he might get round to broaching the subject in the most roundabout way he can think of. Rufia Perilla had just committed a social gaffe equivalent to asking Tiberius what he put on his boils. More, she’d done it without turning a strand of her exquisitely coiffured hair.

‘I realise that you are not precisely the correct member of your family to approach,’ she went on. ‘Your uncle Marcus Valerius Cotta Maximus Messalinus’ (Jupiter! Did Uncle Cotta have all these names?) ‘would as one of my stepfather’s closest friends have been a more natural choice. Your father, too, would have been more . . .’ She hesitated. I could see her taking in my unshaven jowls, the bags under my eyes, my slouch. ‘More suitable.’

Jupiter’s balls! ‘Now look, lady . . .’ I said. As a protest it was feeble, and she ignored it.

‘However, I have here a letter which I think will explain everything.’

She reached under her mantle, giving me a brief glimpse of red undertunic, brought out a small scroll of paper and handed it over. I was still in shock. Without even checking that the thing was addressed to me I broke the seal and waited until the writing had stopped dancing around on the page.

The letter was from my Uncle Cotta, and in his usual mind-numbing, rambling style.


Marcus Valerius Cotta Maximus Messalinus to his nephew Marcus, Greetings.

This is to introduce Rufia Perilla, the stepdaughter of my old friend Publius Ovidius Naso lately dead at Tomi. She’ll scare the hell out of you, Marcus, but her heart’s in the right place as well as everything else so help her as best you can, eh, boy? I’ve suggested you rather than your father because that pompous arselicker wouldn’t be seen dead helping anyone unless he got something out of it for himself. Besides, poor Publius never could stand him and it was mutual so his stepdaughter wouldn’t get much change out of the old hypocrite either. And as you may or may not know I’m out too being off to Athens shortly for a few months of well-earned carnality, so you’re hereby elected. Don’t let the family down, eh, boy?

Farewell.



There was a PS:


She’s married to an unpleasant bugger called Suillius Rufus. He’s out east at present and from all accounts they can’t stand each other. A nod’s as good as a wink, eh? Cotta.



I raised my eyes from the letter to find that hers were fixed on me. Perhaps I’d caught her at an unguarded moment, perhaps the look was intentional. I don’t know. But for the first time she looked vulnerable. Desperate and vulnerable. Now I may be a self-indulgent overbred slob, but at least I’m a kind-hearted self-indulgent overbred slob, and that look showed me two things. First that whatever front she put on it had cost Rufia Perilla a lot to ask for help, mine or whoever’s. And second (call me a sucker if you like) I knew I’d do almost anything to see her smile.

Maybe Uncle Cotta’s postscript was relevant too.

‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Consider it done.’

Which, in retrospect, was a pretty stupid thing to say. If any nasty-minded gods were listening I was just asking for the clouting of the century. Which was more or less what I was in for. Not that I’d’ve taken the words back even if I’d known, because as I spoke them for another precious instant the ice melted and the other Perilla showed through.

That paid for everything.
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‘Consider it done.’ Yeah, well, I found out how stupid that particular promise was next day.

The palace is something else, bureaucracy run mad. For a start it’s huge. You can get lost, physically lost, if you’re not careful. They find skeletons in there regularly, and guys who’ve waddled in fat as butter stagger out days later blinking like owls and thin as hay rakes. The place is full of clerks who spend most of their working day bouncing the punters between them like they were playing handball; and the worst of it is you don’t realise you’re getting nowhere until it’s going home time and the bastards drop you.

A typical bureaucracy, in other words.

Sure, I’m exaggerating, but not by much. And don’t imagine just because I’ve got four names that getting something done is any easier. Especially something involving the emperor. The Wart’s got better things to do (don’t ask what) than sit at a desk all day scratching his boils and waiting for Rome’s brightest and best to bring him their troubles. We purple-stripers have to stand in line like everyone else.

Oh, sure, if I’d been my Uncle Cotta or my father things would’ve been easy. Guys like that have got clout; and clout, at the palace, is everything. My father was an ex-consul and former provincial governor, which tells you something about the half-arsed way we choose our magistrates. Although Uncle Cotta hadn’t made it that high yet, he was on the ladder; but with not so much as an assistant-deputy-clerkship under my belt I’d as much weight of my own to swing as the slave who mucked out the privies.

By rights my best course of action would’ve been to make big eyes at one of my father’s friends, look helpless and be ever so terribly grateful when the guy condescended to take me under his privileged wing. That, of course, was out, even if I could’ve stomached it. I hadn’t seen my father for months and I wouldn’t’ve touched most of his pals with a six-foot pole. Not that they’d’ve fallen over themselves to help if I had asked. My father and I weren’t exactly estranged (only the marriage tie is so simply severed in pukkah families like ours), but that didn’t mean to say our lives had to cross. And the last thing I wanted was to owe the bastard any favours.

So there I was, three hours down the line and making progress you couldn’t’ve measured by the scruple. My feet hurt, my back hurt, and I’d have committed any crime short of sodomy for a cup of neat Setinian. The Sixth Assistant Secretary to the Sixth Undersecretary’s Assistant had just promised me that he’d see what he could do if I would kindly wait a few months when Cornelius Lentulus hove into view.

Yeah, hove. ‘Hove’ is a good word to use of Lentulus. He had the build of a merchant ship: big, round-bellied, and inclined to wallow in anything but a flat calm. You could describe him as a friend of my father’s, I suppose, but he was as far from that sharp-eyed crew as it’s possible to get and stay in sight. In other words he was human, or close enough to it to make no difference. And the old guy had clout by the barrow-load.

‘Hey, young fellah-me-lad!’ he shouted when he saw me (Yeah again. I never said Lentulus didn’t have his faults. In my view Augustus didn’t go far enough when he purged the Senate). ‘Not often we see you slumming it, eh?’

I explained, and Lentulus nearly popped his clogs right there in the corridor.

‘By the gods, I’ll nail the bastards’ foreskins to their rectums!’ Oh, whoopee. Sterling stuff. ‘A grandson of my old friend Messalla Corvinus left to kick his heels in the waiting-room like a commoner? Don’t you worry, boy, I’ll fix things for you. You just leave it to me!’

So of course I did. Willingly, and with suitable awe. Within ten minutes we’d reached the Holy of Holies itself, the imperial anteroom where even the flies are vetted. At which point, having introduced me to one of the secretaries as something only slightly less sacred than the Palatine Shield of Mars, Lentulus buggered off.

‘You must excuse me, young fellah,’ he grunted, patting my arm. ‘You’ll be all right now, Callicrates here’ll look after you. Good lad, Callicrates. I’ve got an early dinner engagement. Nubian girls and tame pythons. Old Gaius Sempronius always does you proud if you’ve got the stamina. Eh, boy? Eh?’

And, with a final elbow in the ribs, he was gone before I could thank him. A pity. I’d’ve liked to ask about the Nubians and the pythons. Good tasteful after-dinner entertainment’s hard to come by, even in Rome.

The imperial secretary was all teeth and hair-oil.

‘And now, sir,’ he said. ‘How may I help you?’

‘A client’s father has just died abroad.’ I leaned against the desk, giving the guy the full benefit of my patrician nostrils. ‘He was exiled under the Divine Augustus, and the client and her mother need imperial permission for his ashes to be brought back to Rome.’

The secretary smiled and reached for his pen and wax tablet. ‘No problem there, sir. Not if the gentleman in question is dead. I don’t think we need even bother the emperor.’

‘Hey, that’s great!’ I said, and I meant it. Perilla would be grateful the thing had been settled so quickly; and a grateful Perilla, given Uncle Cotta’s PS, might be interesting.

‘Now if I may just have a few details?’ The secretary held his pen poised. ‘Your client’s name?’

‘Rufia Perilla.’

The tip of the pen moved over the wax. ‘And the deceased is presumably one Rufius?’

‘Actually, no. He was the lady’s stepfather. His name was Naso. Publius Ovidius Naso.’

The guy stopped writing like he’d been stung.

‘Ovid the poet?’ he said sharply. ‘The . . . gentleman who was exiled to Tomi?’ The smarmy look was gone like it’d been wiped off his face with a sponge. I felt the first little prickle of unease.

‘Yeah. That’s right. He died last winter.’

The secretary laid the tablet down carefully. ‘Excuse me a moment, sir.’

‘Sure.’ I was speaking to his back. He’d already disappeared through the curtained archway behind the desk.

I turned round and tried to look more at ease than I felt. The room wasn’t exactly full but there were several people waiting behind me: two or three antediluvian senators and a clutch of fat businessmen sitting on the benches or chatting in groups.

Or rather they had been chatting. Not any longer. It was so quiet now you could’ve heard a mouse fart, and the way no one was looking in my direction was positively miraculous. The prickle of unease became a full-blown itch. I leaned backwards against the secretary’s desk and began to whistle through my teeth. One of the senators (he must’ve been eighty, at least, with the physique of a rat-chewed Egyptian mummy) suddenly swallowed his spittle the wrong way and choked. I watched with interest as his friends (mummies all and only slightly less decrepit) pounded him senseless. I was laying private bets with myself which bit of him would fall off first when someone else coughed behind me, and the secretary was back.

‘I’m sorry, sir, but it is felt that your client’s request cannot be at present acceded to,’ he said.

‘You mean you won’t do it?’

‘Precisely, sir.’

There was something not right here. The guy was sweating. And imperial secretaries never sweat.

‘Hey, what is this? You said there’d be no problem.’ When in doubt go for the jugular.

Not a muscle of his face moved. ‘I was mistaken, sir. I’m sorry but it simply isn’t possible.’

‘Look.’ I was beginning to get annoyed. ‘The guy’s dead and burned. All I want are his ashes.’

‘I know that, sir, but my instructions are—’

‘Screw your instructions. I demand to see the emperor.’

I expected that to produce a result, if anything did. I had the right to a personal interview, of course. Tiberius might be a morose antisocial bugger, but he knew the power of the aristocracy. You don’t mess with the cream unless you’re really anxious for trouble. You can find yourself standing alone in a corner at parties, for starters.

‘I don’t think an interview with the First Citizen would be very productive, sir,’ the secretary said smoothly. ‘I assure you that—’

‘Listen, sunshine.’ I’d had enough of this. I wound my fingers into the neck of the man’s tunic and pulled him gently towards me. ‘I’m not asking your advice or your opinion. I’m telling you. My name’s Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus, I’m a full-blown twenty-one-carat noble with a pedigree four times the length of your dick and if you don’t make the appointment forthwith I’ll lop your balls off and watch you juggle them.’

He went very pale and his eyes made frantic signalling motions over my shoulder. I turned round. The two Praetorians on the door were up and running towards us as slow as they could make it without being too obvious. Shit. I let the guy go, and his sandals went thunk on the marble floor behind the desk.

He was sweating like a pig now and the small muscle at the side of his mouth had gone into spasm. ‘Believe me, sir, I really don’t think that an interview would be either possible or advisable. Your request has already, regrettably, been turned down at the highest possible level. Please regard this decision as final.’ Taking a deep breath, he brushed at the nap of his tunic where my fingers had crushed it. ‘Now unless you agree to leave quietly . . .’

The rest was left hanging, but what my old grammar teacher would’ve called the minatory apodosis was pretty obvious. I glanced over my shoulder to confirm it. Sure enough the guards were hovering just within lunging distance, two six-foot three-hundred-pound musclebound gorillas in gleaming armour trying their hardest to blend in with the furniture. Sure, they probably wouldn’t’ve dared to throw me out physically, but you don’t mess with these guys.

‘Okay.’ I held my hands up, palm out. I don’t think I’d ever been so angry, or so calm. ‘Okay. I’m going, sunshine. But don’t think you’ve heard the last of this.’

I turned and walked between the two frozen-faced guards. Beyond them the senators and businessmen formed an embarrassed, grisly tableau, like a Greek chorus waiting for their cue. Even the coughing senator had shut up. He looked dead to me, but then he always had.

A thought struck me. I stopped and turned back.

‘What did he do anyway?’

‘I beg your pardon, sir?’ The secretary looked blank.

‘Ovid. What did he do to deserve exile in the first place?’

The guy’s face did a good impression of cement setting. ‘I really couldn’t say, sir.’

‘Whatever it was it must’ve been something pretty big, right? When they won’t even allow the bastard home in a box.’

The concrete lips never stirred. The concrete eyes remained unfocused.

I wasn’t taking crap like that. Not from anybody.

‘Don’t you worry, sunshine,’ I said. ‘I’ll get him. I’ll bring him back, one way or another. You tell your bosses that from me.’

And so saying I left, with my patrician nose held high. The family (well, some of them, anyway) would’ve been proud of me. It’s times like this that good breeding tells.

It took me an hour to find the exit.
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Later that afternoon, I was having a pre-going-out-to-dinner nap in my study when Bathyllus put his head round the door. If ever human face showed terror, Bathyllus’s did.

‘I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,’ he said, ‘but the Lady Rufia Perilla is here.’

The effect that woman had on him was frightening. I reckoned if we could bottle it and feed it to the troops we could add Britain to the empire inside a month. Maybe Parthia as well.

‘Shit!’ I rolled off the couch, knocking over the statuette of Venus braiding her hair which stood on the side table. Bathyllus, tactful as ever, said nothing as he tidied up my rumpled tunic while I stood and scowled. Sure, if I’d been given official permission for the ashes to be returned I’d’ve been delighted to see the lady back so soon. As it was she was as welcome as a dose of fleas, and I didn’t fancy having to explain what’d happened under the scalpel-like gaze of those beautiful golden eyes of hers. Not that I’d failed permanently, of course not. Perish the thought. The Valerii Messallae don’t give in that easy. However, I wasn’t looking forward to the next step, which was pulling a few strings in the old boy network. That meant trading favour for favour, naturally, and some of the things you get asked to do would turn your hair grey.

At least this time I was meeting her sober. Or fairly sober. Well, not exactly drunk. Well . . .

I stepped into the atrium like it was the arena and I was top of the menu. Rufia Perilla was standing in the open sitting area admiring the fresco I’d had done recently of Orpheus and the Maenads, and the early evening sun glinting through the portico from the garden beyond kissed her hair with red gold. She must’ve heard me coming because she turned round and – unbelievably – smiled. My heart gave a lurch. Or maybe it was indigestion.

‘You’ve been to the palace,’ she said.

‘Yeah.’ I lay down on the master couch. Bathyllus was already bringing a chair, and Perilla actually smiled at him as he set it down. He looked lost for an instant. Then he beamed. I could almost see the little bastard’s hair curl.

Bathyllus is bald.

‘Some wine, sir?’ he murmured. Shit. The perfect butler. You could’ve scooped the smarm off him with a spoon.

‘Yeah. Honey wine for the lady, Bathyllus. Setinian for me. The special.’ It was the strongest we had, and I was going to need something pretty strong if I wanted to live through the next half-hour with my balls still attached. ‘And go easy with the water, okay?’

‘So we can arrange for my stepfather’s remains to be brought back,’ Perilla said when he had gone. ‘Corvinus, that’s wonderful!’

Normally her use of my last name without the addition of the more formal family one would’ve set me quivering. Not to mention the smile that went with it. As it was I felt sick as a dog.

‘Actually, Lady Rufia . . .’ When you’re at a disadvantage, crawl.

‘Oh, call me Perilla, please. Mother will be delighted. As to the funeral arrangements, we still keep up the old villa on the hillside above the Claudian-Flaminian junction. We’ll bury my stepfather there, in the orchard. He’d’ve liked that.’

‘Perilla . . .’ Jupiter! It was like trying to dam a river with your bare hands.

‘You’re invited to the ceremony, of course.’

‘Perilla, listen to me. I’m sorry, but . . .’

She waved me down. ‘How long do you think it would take for a ship to go to the Black Sea and back? There must be something from Corinth, surely. Ten days? A month? We’d best say two to be on the safe side. Which means we can arrange the funeral for—’

‘Wine, madam?’ Bathyllus, reappearing with his tray of wine-cups, succeeded in doing what I’d been trying to do, and interrupted her.

Perilla frowned. ‘I don’t, normally. But perhaps just a little of the Setinian. To celebrate.’

It was now or never. I jumped in with both feet. ‘Perilla, listen to me. The funeral’s off. No ashes. You understand?’ Her mouth opened, but I pressed on. ‘They turned us down.’

There was a terrible silence, like just before Vesuvius erupts and even the birds stop singing. For one crazy moment I considered sending Bathyllus to check that my will was safe in the desk.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You can’t bring your stepfather back from Tomi after all. At least, not yet. Permission’s been refused.’

She was staring at me as if I’d suddenly grown two heads. ‘What do you mean, permission’s been refused?’

I took the flagon from Bathyllus’s tray, poured myself a whopper, and drank it down. Maybe it’d be better if I tried this drunk after all. ‘I saw one of the imperial secretaries. He was very apologetic, but there was nothing he could do.’

Perilla drew herself up to her full seated height. I could almost hear the ice crackling.

‘Do you mean to tell me, Valerius Corvinus,’ she said, and her voice was straight off a glacier, ‘that you allowed a civil servant to dictate to you, a patrician from one of the oldest families in Rome?’

I temporised. ‘Yeah, well, not really. He was only passing on the decision, so you—’

‘And who made the decision? The emperor himself?’

‘The guy didn’t actually say so, not as such, not in as many words, but that was the implication, yeah.’ I was beginning to sweat.

‘Valerius Corvinus.’ Perilla’s voice was terrible. ‘Did Tiberius himself refuse to grant the request or did he not?’

I poured another cup of wine and drank it off. The stuff was beginning to work. Maybe another one would do it.

‘How the hell should I know?’ I said.

That was a mistake. Perilla shot to her feet like a rocketing pheasant. She was stiff with anger.

‘You,’ she said, ‘are a disgrace to your name and the memory of your grandfather. He would never have given up like that. Not to mention the first member of your family.’

I poured again. ‘That bastard only had a Gallic champion to fight,’ I muttered. ‘Not a bloody harpy.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Nothing.’ Shit. I took a large swallow. ‘Anyway, who says I’ve uppen gived?’ I noticed that Bathyllus hadn’t moved. He stood there with the wine things, stiff as a novelty standing-waiter bronze. ‘Given up. ‘Course I haven’t. We’ll just have to try another approach, is all.’

‘Corvinus,’ she said coldly, ‘I think I’ll go now, if you don’t mind. Before you get even more beastly drunk than you are at present.’

It’s good stuff, the special. I actually had the nerve to raise my wine-cup to her. She glared at me and turned to leave. As she stormed out the sunshine caught her hair again in a net of molten gold. Ah, well. You win some, you lose some.

I was just congratulating myself on getting rid of Perilla when Bathyllus told me I had another visitor. One even less welcome.

My father.

Like I said, we didn’t get on and I hadn’t seen him for months, barring the occasional brush in the streets when we exchanged dignified and meaningless salutes. Not, in fact, since the divorce. I was upstairs when Bathyllus announced him, getting ready for that evening’s party. I changed back into my lounging tunic and went downstairs, the bile sharp in my throat. Bathyllus had left the study door open and I could see Dad’s tall thin figure inside. He was standing by my desk examining the title label of a Greek novel I’d been skimming through, his lantern jaw clenched in disapproval.

‘Hi, Dad. How’s it going?’ I said. He turned, as angry as I’d hoped he would be. My father is so uptight about the social niceties that when they burn him they’ll find a poker up his rectum inscribed ‘Property of the Senate and People of Rome’. ‘Interested in my dirty book collection?’

He put the novel down slowly. Actually, it was pretty well written, and not dirty at all, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. It would’ve spoiled the bastard’s evening.

‘How are you, Marcus?’

‘Okay.’ I motioned him to the study’s only couch and sat myself in the desk chair. Bathyllus put his nose round the door and I sent him for the wine.

We stared at each other in silence.

‘I saw your mother today,’ he said finally.

‘Nice of you.’

He held up a placating hand. ‘She’s happy enough.’

‘Oh, whoopee.’

My father’s mouth turned down. ‘The marriage wasn’t working, son. Ending it was good for both of us. You know that.’

‘For you, maybe,’ I said. ‘Not for me. And Mother tried her best. She’d never have divorced you. If she had done it’d’ve been for a reason, not just because it suited her at the time. Not because a new wife would be politically convenient.’

His sallow face flushed with anger. ‘It wasn’t like that at all, Marcus! And I won’t have you judging me!’

‘Thank the gods you don’t!’ I shot back. He turned away.

There was a polite cough outside the door and Bathyllus reappeared. We sat in stony silence, glaring at each other while Bathyllus poured. When he’d gone, I handed my father a wine-cup.

‘So what do you want?’ I said. ‘To what do I owe the inestimable pleasure of your fucking presence, Dad? Tell me and then get out.’

He set the cup down untasted. His hands were shaking; but then mine were, too.

‘I’m here on official business, Marcus. You caused a bit of trouble at the palace this morning.’

I took a long swallow. ‘You’ve been misinformed. I didn’t cause any trouble. I made a perfectly reasonable request and when it was turned down in what I considered to be an unsatisfactory way I asked for an interview with the emperor.’

‘That wasn’t what I heard. I was told you got quite abusive.’

‘No more abusive than the situation merited.’

‘And that you assaulted an imperial secretary.’

‘Come off it, Dad!’ I set the wine-cup down hard on the desk, and the wine leaped up over the rim. ‘What do you expect? The bastard told me he wouldn’t let me see Tiberius. He wouldn’t let me! Who the hell is a government clerk to tell a patrician noble that he can’t see the emperor?’

‘What he told you, and quite correctly, was that your request had already been turned down at the highest level.’

‘Meaning by the emperor himself.’

‘Meaning presumably just that.’

‘Without doing me the courtesy of talking to me first? Without the grace at least to explain his reasons?’

‘The emperor doesn’t have to give a reason, Marcus. If he says a request is refused, then it’s refused, and there’s an end of it.’

‘Oh, yeah! Sure!’ I stood up and turned my back on my father. If I hadn’t I think I would’ve hit him. ‘That’s your credo, isn’t it? The emperor’s always right, long live the emperor. If Tiberius passed a decree praising dog turds you’d have half a dozen of them in aspic on your dinner table the next day.’

‘That’s not fair, son.’ My father’s voice was calm. ‘Tiberius is the First Citizen, the head of state. When he makes an executive decision . . .’

I turned round. ‘Look, let’s get this clear, right? I’m not complaining about the decision. I’m not a child. I can take no for an answer. What sticks in my throat is how the Wart’s judgment – if it was his judgment – was delivered, and that I was barred from exercising my right . . .’ I stopped, then repeated the words slowly: ‘My right, Father, to a personal interview. And if you think I’m going to let the matter rest there then you can go and screw yourself.’

‘Oh, yes, you will, Marcus, unless you’re a complete fool!’ my father snapped. ‘That’s why I’m here. That’s what I’ve come to tell you, and you’d better listen or you’re in real trouble. Leave it alone. You’ve asked and you’ve had your answer. Now tell that Rufia Perilla woman there’s nothing you can do, and forget about her.’

I walked back over to the desk, picked up my wine-cup and emptied it at a gulp. ‘How did you know about Perilla, Dad?’

‘I told you. This is official.’

‘Okay,’ I said, turning the cup slowly in my hands. ‘So just tell me one thing. What did he do? What did Ovid do, to make the Wart hate him so much?’

Now the next bit is interesting. I was looking squarely at my father when I spoke, so I saw exactly what happened to his face. It was like a door slamming shut. One moment his expression was as open as my father’s ever can be, the next his eyes were blank as marble. That was interesting enough; but as I said I was looking directly at him and saw something more. It was no more than a flash, like the glimpse of lamplight behind a closing door, but there was no mistaking it. None.

What I saw was fear.

Varus to Himself

I am mad to write this. A traitor’s first and cardinal rule is to commit nothing to writing, and thus far I have obeyed it scrupulously. To produce written evidence of one’s treason is to raise up a witness against oneself who will shout louder than a hundred calumnies. And that is the last thing I wish to do.

So why write at all, you ask me (I ask myself?). Certainly not for the edification of posterity. Posterity can go and hang itself: my eyes will be the only ones to read this, and I will burn it as soon as it is complete. Nor is it in any way a confession, the private mortification of a spirit tortured by guilt. To hell with that. If I ever had a conscience I lost it long before puberty, and besides, in common with most traitors I am, if not exactly proud of my treason, at least content in its company. So not that either.

Perhaps it would be best to call what I am about a justification; an appeal for understanding, by myself to myself. Oh dear, oh dear! That sounds terribly precious, but I am very much afraid that it is the truth. In extenuation, I suspect that I am not alone among traitors in wishing to justify my treason. The disease is endemic to us. Paullus was the exception, fortunately for me and for others: he died silent. Although in fairness, of course, Paullus was not a true traitor.

So call this a justification, then, of treason undertaken for the best of motives. Or wait, that is unfair and untrue. I would not have you think me a filthy altruist. No, what I am doing is, frankly, profitable and will provide materially for what I hope will be a long, comfortable and very self-indulgent retirement. The fact that it will benefit Rome is to me, alas, a comparatively minor issue, although satisfying to contemplate. Had Arminius appealed to my gentlemanly instincts (assuming, for the sake of argument, that I had any), or had he been niggardly with his rewards, I doubt very much whether venal old Varus would have co-operated. Ah me. Sad, is it not? Sad but true.

You see? I am being completely honest. But then by their own lights most traitors are.

So, then. We are agreed in calling this a justification. Now let me set the scene for you. Who are we, and where?

We are three legions. Fifteen thousand men, plus cavalry, auxiliary troops, baggage carts and mules. The pride and power of Rome and of her First Citizen, Augustus, with its impedimenta, returning south for the winter to the not-quite-province of Germany of which I am the emperor’s governor and viceroy. The campaigning season being successfully completed, we are en route from our summer camp on the Weser to Vetera on the Rhine, where (the gods help us!) my headquarters are located: a distance, as the crow flies, of some hundred and fifty miles, although as the Roman marches it is further and, alas, entails considerably greater effort.

So much is public knowledge. What follows is for your eyes only. Soon, perhaps somewhere between the Ems and the Lippe, news will reach us of trouble to the east among the large and warlike Cheruscan tribe.

And then?

And then, my gentle and imaginary confidant, the final act of my treason will begin.


4

I was down to the Market Square next morning as early as my hangover would let me with a mental list of promising contacts. The list was pretty short. Like I say, I didn’t use the old boy network much and just the thought of being indebted to any of my father’s cronies made me sick to my stomach. Nevertheless there were a few strings I could tug, several favours I could call in and if the worst came to the worst even one or two arms I could twist with a little judicious blackmail. It shouldn’t be too difficult. After all, what’s a handful of ashes and burned bone between friends?

Market Square was crawling like an ants’ nest, and like it always does in the mornings when most of the business is done it smelled of shaving talc and raw power. Before I’d pushed my way ten yards through the crowd I’d overheard two under-the-counter trading scams discussed, one fat senator putting the bite on another for some fancy political footwork and a mid-ranking civil servant being bribed over a government marble tender. Not that your average plain-mantled punter would’ve noticed anything, of course. These deals aren’t made in straightforward Latin. To understand what’s going on you have to know the special language. We patricians speak it fluently from birth, which is why so many of us are still alive even after bastards like Caesar and Augustus were through with us.

I struck lucky straight off. I’d just drawn level with the Temple of Castor when I spotted Caelius Crispus ooze down the steps of the Julian Basilica and come through the crowd towards me. I swear I could smell the guy’s scent even at that distance – violets, mostly, with overtones of musk. His boyfriend at the palace must’ve bought him a gallon of the stuff. For my purposes, Crispus was perfect. His grandfather had been a pork butcher, he’d never held any public office, and he wasn’t likely to even in these democratic, degenerate days; all of which meant that my father wouldn’t’ve touched him with his third-best gloves on. Even so, for reasons it was best not to go into too deeply, he was one of the most influential men in Rome. Better still, he owed me one, and a pretty big one at that. I won’t go into details. Suffice it to say that it involved a very young boy, a very strait-laced Gallic daddy just in from the sticks, and a very sharp dagger; and that it’d been Crispus’s sheer good luck that I happened to be passing in a covered litter at the time.

‘Hey, Crispus!’ I shouted.

He saw me. Sure he saw me. His eyes widened and then with a piece of ham acting that wouldn’t’ve deceived a five-year-old he looked away, waved to a non-existent friend on the steps of the Temple of Saturn and took off like a rabbit in the direction of Spain. Now that I wasn’t having. No one – but no one – cuts a Valerius Messalla with impunity, not when he’s calling in a favour. I piled in after the guy, stamping on a few august senatorial corns and outraging a dignity or two in the process, and ran him down with a hand on his shoulder just short of the Speakers’ Platform.

‘Corvinus.’ He batted his eyelashes at me as if I’d sprung from nowhere. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’

‘Yeah, sure.’ I wiped my hand on my tunic. ‘Where’s the fire, Crispus?’

His eyes shifted. ‘What fire?’

‘You were running, you bastard. So why don’t you want to talk to me?’

‘I was in a hurry. Am in a hurry. Someone at the Treasury. I have to talk to him urgently.’

He was frightened. I could smell his fear even above the scent, and the muscles at the sides of his mouth were twitching.

‘He can wait, Crispus.’ I tucked his arm firmly under mine and tried not to breathe too deeply as I led him back towards Augustus Arch. ‘He can wait because I’m going to buy you a drink at Gorgo’s, right? And then I’ll tell you what you can do for me in exchange.’

By the time I’d got Crispus to the wineshop off the Sacred Way the guy had all the vitality and colour of two-day-old lettuce. This, mark you, before I’d so much as nibbled at him, let alone put the bite on properly. That could mean only one thing. He knew what I was after already. And that, given the bastard’s reaction, was interesting.

Crispus was a trader, specialising in dirty gossip, the murkier the better. Political secrets, social scandals. Who was screwing who, or preferably what, and how and why they were doing it. He’d no scruples, no conscience and (which was the point) no nerves. What Crispus knew may have kept him eating and surely kept him safe – because Crispus knew a hell of a lot of things about a hell of a lot of people – but it wasn’t the kind of life that was good for the digestion; like walking a tightrope with your second-worst enemy throwing rocks at you and your first busy with a hacksaw. So if Crispus was scared of giving me the information I wanted (which he obviously was) then I’d give a lot to know why.

It was a cold day, but I needed privacy so we sat down at an outside table. I ordered up a flask of Alban and a plate of cheese and dried figs, and as soon as the waiter left I got straight down to business.

‘You’re still attached to the imperial branch of the civil service, right?’

He nodded warily. We both knew what that ‘attached’ stood for.

‘Good.’ I took a cautious sip of my wine and swallowed carefully. Gorgo’s best was still liable to go down like a handful of gravel. ‘I’ve been having some trouble with them lately. Maybe you’ve heard?’

Crispus said nothing. I’d seen more expression on the face of a boiled sturgeon.

‘Okay.’ I played it straight-faced. ‘So maybe you haven’t. I want to bring the poet Ovid’s ashes back to Rome and I need help to do it. You’ve just drawn the lucky number.’

The bastard was shaking so hard the table was moving, but I pretended not to notice.

‘I’d like to, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘Believe me. But—’

I cut him short. ‘Crispus, the poor sod’s dead, okay? It’s not like I was asking for an imperial pardon. I just want his ashes in a plain clay urn. Now come on, be a pal. Have a discreet word in someone’s ear or whatever you diplomatic bastards do and save us all a load of trouble.’

‘It’s not the sort of thing my . . . department handles. And I’d hate to tread on anyone’s toes.’

‘Look, don’t give me that, right?’ I pushed the plate of cheese and figs across the table towards him. He shook his head. He hadn’t touched his wine, either, but maybe that was just good taste. ‘It’s garbage and you know it. If your friend doesn’t deal with that sort of thing himself then you know someone else who does, and you’re probably good enough mates to share a scraper in the baths.’

He gave me a sharp look, and I knew I’d unwittingly touched a nerve. However, the complications of Crispus’s private life were no concern of mine.

‘I’m not saying I wouldn’t know who to talk to,’ he said. ‘Of course I would. But it wouldn’t do any good.’

‘Why not?’

His forehead was beginning to shine with sweat. He wiped it with the back of his hand. ‘Look, don’t push me, Corvinus. Okay? It just wouldn’t. Believe me.’

‘I don’t. Persuade me some more.’ I popped a fig into my mouth, chewed and swallowed. ‘Look, Crispus. You owe me a favour. If it hadn’t been for me you’d be singing soprano in the civil service glee club. I’m not asking for much and I won’t take no for an answer. So fix it for me, okay?’

‘You don’t understand.’ His face was grey now, and the twitch at the corner of his mouth was getting worse. ‘The decision’s already been made, and it’s final.’

I lost my temper. ‘Then have it unmade! Crispus, I’ve had about enough of this! Since when has the imperial displeasure extended to an urnful of fucking bones? That’s all Ovid is now, whatever he did ten years ago. And speaking of which if you can’t help me get him back then at least you can tell me what that was.’

As I said the words I saw the fear leap into his eyes just before the shutters slammed down. This was getting monotonous. First the secretary, then my father. Now Crispus. Seemingly everybody I talked to knew what Ovid’s crime had been. It looked as if I was the only guy in Rome who didn’t.

There was no point in shouting. I backed off a little; sat back, emptied my wine-cup and poured a second. Smiled, or tried to.

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘You can tell me that, eh, Crispus? A mine of information like you? Just what crime did Ovid commit? Why’s the Wart so against having the poor bastard’s ashes buried in Roman soil? Just tell me that and if the reason’s a good one I swear I’ll give up and go home. Debt cancelled. Okay?’ He was watching me with the horrified, fascinated gaze of a rabbit watching a stoat. ‘Come on, now. What did Ovid do that was so terrible?’

Crispus glanced quickly to either side of us like he expected the emperor himself to spring up from under one of the neighbouring tables and slap a treason writ on him.

‘Leave it alone, Corvinus,’ he muttered. ‘Don’t dig, don’t ask questions, don’t do anything. Just give this thing up right now before you live to regret it.’

And before I could stop him he was up and running: slipping from behind the table and out of the courtyard into the street fast as an Olympic sprinter. I flung a few coins in the direction of the waiter and tried to follow. But he must’ve wanted to get away very badly indeed, because when I looked for him he was already gone.

Round two to the bureaucrats, I thought sourly as I went back to finish the wine. If they expected me to give up that easily then they were whistling through their collective rectums.

So where were we? I knew two things so far. First of all whatever Ovid had been guilty of was common knowledge, at least among the top brass and their ‘attachments’. Secondly it was so bad, or so politically sensitive, that even after ten years everyone was still shit-scared to talk about it. And that was interesting.
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