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The story is set in AD31. Purely fictional characters are given in lower case.

IMPERIALS

AGRIPPINA: widow of Germanicus, and Gaius’s mother (she was also the mother of the other Agrippina, whose child became the Emperor Nero). Currently in exile on Pandateria, where, two years later, she was to be starved to death.

DRUSUS (1): Tiberius’s son and, following the death of Germanicus, his designated successor. He died in AD23, leaving a widow Livilla and a son Gemellus, who was to be one of Caligula’s first victims.

DRUSUS (2): the second of Germanicus and Agrippina’s sons (with Nero and Gaius). Viewed as a possible successor to Tiberius, but (AD30) arrested and imprisoned. He died in AD33, aged about twenty-six.

GAIUS: the future emperor Caligula (Caligula – Little Army Boot – is a nickname). Youngest son of Germanicus and Agrippina and so Tiberius’s (adoptive) grandson. He succeeded Tiberius as emperor on 16 March AD37 and was murdered in a conspiracy four years later, after a reign noted for its arbitrary cruelty.

GERMANICUS: Tiberius’s adopted son, husband of Agrippina and father of Gaius (Caligula). Died at Antioch, AD19.

LIVIA: the old empress, now dead; Augustus’s widow and Tiberius’s mother.

LIVILLA: Drusus (1)’s widow. She committed suicide in AD31.

NERO: the eldest of Germanicus and Agrippina’s sons. Seen as a possible successor to Tiberius but died an exile (AD31). The name Nero was traditional to the Claudian family, and very popular. This Nero would have been the emperor Nero’s maternal uncle.

SEJANUS, Lucius Aelius: commander of the Praetorian Guard and Tiberius’s deputy at Rome.

TIBERIUS (‘The Wart’): the emperor, permanently absent from Rome and living in seclusion on Capri.

SENATORS AND EQUESTRIANS

ARRUNTIUS, Lucius: a prominent senator opposed to Sejanus.

CELSUS, Gaius Vibius: Serenus’s son. (‘Celsus’ is an invention: see Author’s Note.)

CORDUS, Caesius: former governor of Crete and Cyrene, exiled for treason and extortion.

CORVINUS, Marcus Valerius Messalla: a Roman noble, now living in voluntary exile in Athens.

Cosconia: Corvinus’s father’s widow.

COTTA: Corvinus’s uncle.

Crispus, Caelius: a dealer in rumours, currently employed at the Treasury.

FABATUS, Rubrius: a senator living beyond the Latin Gate.

LACO: overall commander of the City Watch.

LAMIA, Lucius Aelius: former governor of Syria, now a member of the Senate.

LATIARIS, Lucanius: one of the prosecutors in the Sabinus trial.

LENTULUS, Gnaeus Cornelius: an old friend of Tiberius’s, accused with Tubero of involvement with Serenus.

MACRO, Sertorius: the commander of Tiberius’s guard. As Sejanus’s successor as Praetorian commander he was later to be instrumental in ensuring Caligula’s election to the throne.

Marcia Fulvina: Perilla’s aunt, living in the Alban Hills.

MESSALINUS, Marcus Valerius Messalla: Corvinus’s late father.

PERILLA, Rufia: Corvinus’s wife; the poet Ovid’s stepdaughter.

PISO, Gnaeus Calpurnius: governor of Syria, tried for murder and treason eleven years previously. Now dead.

Priscus, Titus Helvius: Corvinus’s mother’s husband.

REGULUS, Publius Memmius: currently consul with Trio.

RUFUS, Publius Suillius: Perilla’s former husband.

RUSTICUS, Junius: the senatorial archivist.

SABINUS, Titius: equestrian friend of Agrippina’s, executed for treason.

SERENUS, Gaius Vibius: former Spanish governor, in exile on Amorgos.

SERVAEUS, Quintus: Germanicus’s former lieutenant.

SILANUS, Gaius Junius: former Asian governor, exiled for treason and extortion. His brother Decimus had been exiled by Augustus for adultery with the emperor’s granddaughter Julia.

SILANUS, Appius Junius: his son.

SILIUS, Gaius: former military governor of Upper Germany, condemned for treason.

TORQUATA, Junia: Gaius Silanus’s sister, and currently chief Vestal.

TRIO, Lucius Fulcinius: current consul and a supporter of Sejanus.

TUBERO, Lucius Seius: Sejanus’s stepbrother, accused of involve ment with Serenus.

Vipsania: Corvinus’s mother.

VITELLIUS, Publius: a prominent senator, and one of Sejanus’s principal supporters.

OTHER CHARACTERS

Agron: an Illyrian, Corvinus’s client and friend, now married and living in Ostia.

Alexis: one of Corvinus’s slaves.

Bathyllus: Corvinus’s head slave.

Brito: Marilla’s maid.

Crito: a freedman.

Daphnis: a client of Corvinus’s, now running Scylax’s gymnasium.

EUDEMUS: an imperial doctor.

Felix: a freedman whom Corvinus first encounters on the Janiculan.

Festus: Rubrius Fabatus’s gardener.

Lamprus: a very large freedman; Felix’s colleague.

Latinius: Lippillus’s next-door neighbour.

Lippillus, Decimus Flavonius: a friend of Corvinus’s, now a regional Watch commander.

LYGDUS: a cookshop chef.

Marcina Paullina: Lippillus’s stepmother.

Marilla: Sextus Marius’s daughter (see Author’s Note).

MARIUS, Sextus: a rich Spaniard; Marilla’s father.

Meton: Corvinus’s chef.

MONTANUS, Votienus: a Gaul, condemned for slandering Tiberius.

SACROVIR, Julius: a Gaul, leader (with Julius Florus) of the short-lived Gallic revolt of AD21.

Sarpedon: a Greek doctor.

THRASYLLUS: Tiberius’s astrologer; an Alexandrian Greek whose predictions carried a great deal of weight with the emperor. He died in AD36, the year before Gaius’s accession.

Valens: Lippillus’s deputy.
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The smoke from Dad’s pyre gusted among the tombs, plain, ordinary woodsmoke, with no spices or perfume to mask the more unpleasant smells. His idea, not mine, and specified in his will: Tiberius disapproved of extravagant funerals, and the old trimmer Messalinus had toed a politically correct line to the last. Specks of soot blew into my eyes, and I wiped them away. After so long in Athens I’d forgotten how windy Rome could be.

Beside me, Perilla touched my hand.

‘Marcus?’ she said. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Sure.’ I watched as the logs shifted. The fire was at its hottest, and I couldn’t see the bier any more; he wouldn’t last long at this rate. ‘Why shouldn’t I be?’

‘No reason.’ Her fingers wrapped round mine as we watched the flames together. ‘I was just checking.’

It had been a good funeral; the old guy would’ve been pleased that even for a consular he’d rated such a healthy turnout, and I was glad his senatorial cronies had done him proud at the finish. Both consuls had come, Memmius Regulus and Fulcinius Trio. Trio was ignoring me. That came as no surprise. The last time we’d seen each other I’d accused him to his face of treason, and he’d never forgiven me because it had been the truth.

Also conspicuous by his presence was Trio’s boss, the imperial rep Aelius Sejanus. An honour, maybe, but one I could do without, and one that Dad, to give him his due, wouldn’t have wanted either. When we’d shaken hands and he’d offered his condolences the cold sweat had broken out all down my spine. The last and only time I’d seen Sejanus had been ten years before in Phlebas’s curio shop, where I’d been buying an incense burner for Mother’s husband Priscus. Ten years may be a long time, but Sejanus was the reason I’d spent them in Greece, and I hadn’t forgotten why even if he had. At least I hoped he had. A handshake at a funeral was as much contact with him as I ever wanted, deal with Livia or no deal with Livia.

He was standing now a dozen yards off, his back to the flames, chatting to Trio and my Uncle Cotta. I was surprised he’d stayed so long now he was the Wart’s de facto deputy and had an empire to run, but maybe it was business. I didn’t want to know about that, either.

‘Marcus, dear, I don’t think you’ve met Cosconia.’

I turned. Mother had come up on my blind side. Even in her mourning and without jewellery she still looked good, and twenty years short of her real age. I felt Perilla’s fingers tighten on mine as Dad’s widow gave me a thin smile. We might not’ve met formally but I’d seen Cosconia around. Like Mother, she was a looker; if nothing else Dad had had a good eye for women. Cosconia wouldn’t stay single for long, that was sure. Female relatives of Sejanus – even distant ones like she was – tended to get snapped up as soon as they hit the market.

‘Pleased to meet you, Cosconia.’ Perilla’s fingers left mine and she held out her hand. Cosconia took it smiling. ‘I’m so sorry about Messalinus.’

‘He didn’t suffer much.’ The widow’s voice was brisk, and I found myself wondering if she’d started looking round for a replacement already. ‘He wasn’t conscious towards the end.’

‘I wish Marcus and I had got back in time.’ Perilla was smiling too. ‘But there wasn’t a ship.’

‘It doesn’t matter.’ Cosconia gave me a quick glance. ‘And I’m glad to have met you both finally after all this time. These family quarrels are such silly things, aren’t they, Marcus?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Yeah, I suppose they are.’ I looked away, at the flames. Dad was gone by now, the fire was beginning to die down and the pyre was collapsing in on itself. People would be getting ready to call it a day and head for home and a cup of warm spiced wine. Some of the older ones, like Appianus who’d read the funeral speech, had left already, but there were still a few who looked like hanging on to the very end when the embers were doused and the bones cooled with wine and put in the urn. Sejanus for one, which was bad news. I wanted nothing from that bastard, least of all false sympathy.

Over to my left – and well away from Sejanus – a white-haired old man was deep in conversation with a senator. He saw me looking and raised his hand. I frowned, trying to fit the name to the face. I knew him, sure, but not from Rome. Athens? Alexandria? Pergamum, maybe, or any of a dozen other places; Perilla and I had moved around a lot these past few years. Whoever he was I had the feeling the acquaintance hadn’t been all that pleasant.

‘Marcus!’ Perilla’s elbow dug me in the ribs. I turned back. She was looking frosty as hell. Mother, too.

Cosconia’s lips had tightened into a line. ‘No, don’t bother, Perilla,’ she said. ‘I only wanted to introduce myself properly and welcome you home. Another time, perhaps, if and when Marcus has more liberty for conversation.’ She walked off unsmiling before I had a chance to apologise and explain.

‘Oh, shit,’ I murmured.

‘Marcus, I am ashamed of you!’ I’d never seen Mother so angry. ‘Your behaviour was abominable! And that is no sort of language for a funeral!’

She was right, of course. I knew that without being told, even though I hadn’t meant to offend anyone. Still, Mother ought to have known better than spring Dad’s second wife on me without warning and expect light social chit-chat.

‘Uh, yeah,’ I said. The white-haired guy was looking at me again. I still couldn’t place him, and it worried me. ‘Yeah, I’m sorry. Excuse me, will you?’

‘Marcus!’ Perilla snapped. I ignored her and moved towards him.

Sejanus peeled himself away from Trio and Cotta like bark from an elm branch and stepped into my path.

‘Bought any good bronze ducks recently, Corvinus?’ he said.

So he did remember. ‘It was a goose,’ I said. ‘Etruscan.’

‘Really?’ His eyes measured me. ‘I thought it was a duck. That’s right, Trio, isn’t it?’

The consul had joined us, smiling the doughy smile I remembered from other days. Cotta had made himself scarce. That shifty old chancer can scent trouble a mile off.

‘A duck it was.’ Trio was fingering the broad purple stripe on his expensive mantle. That had come since my day; when I’d seen him last he’d been a lightweight narrow-striper on the make. He’d risen high since then, if you can call it rising. ‘A dead one.’ He gave me a sour nod. ‘How are you these days, Corvinus? Doing well, are we?’

I didn’t answer. Sejanus laughed. His eyes hadn’t left my face.

‘A pity you never took me up on my offer,’ he said. ‘You’d’ve done much better working with me than . . .’ He paused. ‘Just what are you doing at present, exactly?’

‘Oh, this and that.’ I remembered Dad asking me the same question at Priscus’s birthday party. The one I’d brought the Etruscan goose to. I’d given him the same answer, and for the same reasons. ‘I’m not a politician, Sejanus. As you know.’

‘Who could be, in Athens? It’s the world’s backside.’ He was studying me carefully. ‘I’m speaking politically, of course.’

‘Yeah. Sure.’ I was shaking, and trying hard to hide it. He was being friendly enough once you’d made allowance, but he still made my skin crawl and I had to admit he terrified me. It wasn’t the power, although Sejanus had more of that than anyone in Rome, probably more than the Wart himself these days, in real terms; it was just who he was. ‘We’re happy enough there, Perilla and me.’

‘Oh, yes. Your wife. You must introduce us.’ He looked across at Perilla, but she was still talking to Mother and Cosconia, who’d rejoined them now the grouchy stepson had made himself scarce. The three of them were probably raking over my roasted giblets. If that isn’t an unfortunate phrase at a funeral.

‘Yes. I must do that,’ I said. ‘At some stage.’ Whether he had the high on me or not, I wasn’t letting the bastard within a mile of Perilla if I could help it, no way. ‘Perilla likes the academic atmosphere there. Me, well, the wine’s not bad. And as you say it’s peaceful.’

‘But hardly the place for a Roman.’ Sejanus’s smile hadn’t shifted. ‘Or have you decided that being a Roman is outwith your capacities?’

Trio sniggered. I shrugged and turned away. The guy meant to needle me, obviously, but if he thought he could make me lose my temper in public that was one satisfaction I didn’t intend giving him.

He laid a hand on my arm and gently pulled me back. ‘You’re staying here long?’ he said.

‘No.’ I looked past him. The old man with the white hair was still talking to his friend, who I did recognise: Lucius Arruntius, one of the Senate’s leading lights. A straight guy, as that mealy-mouthed crew went, but getting on now as were most of the people at Dad’s funeral. ‘No, not very long. A month or two at most.’

He nodded. ‘Good. Rome’s no place for slackers.’ Another measuring pause. ‘Or for fools. Not now.’

‘It takes all kinds.’ My fist itched to smash itself into his gut. I buried it in the fold of my mantle.

Another nod, a satisfied one this time; whatever I’d said Sejanus seemed to have got what he wanted. I remembered the old empress’s words, the last time I’d seen her: You’re beneath his notice, Corvinus. Killing you wouldn’t be worth either the trouble or the risk. Not very flattering, but true enough. I meant to keep it that way.

Sejanus let go of my arm. ‘Well, pleasant as this is,’ he said, ‘I must be off. Affairs of state call, even though I am simply a private citizen nowadays.’ He smiled at Trio, who smiled back. Until the beginning of the month Sejanus had been co-consul with the Wart. When Tiberius had given up his consulship he had done the same; a prelude, so rumour went, to even greater honours. ‘It’s a little late to change your mind, but there might still be something for you. If you ask nicely.’

My fist was clenched so hard now the nails were cutting into my palm. I didn’t trust myself enough to say anything, but it seemed an answer wasn’t required. Sejanus gave me a bright smile and a wave, then walked with Trio towards the consul’s waiting guard of axemen. I was still glaring after them when someone spoke.

‘You don’t recognise me, Corvinus.’ It was the white-haired guy. He put out a trembling hand. ‘Aelius Lamia.’

I hesitated, then took the hand and shook it. I remembered him now, sure I did, but remembering I wasn’t surprised I hadn’t known him. The last time I’d seen Lamia was when he’d thrown me out of Syria for asking too many questions about the Wart’s adopted son Germanicus Caesar. Then, he’d been a middle-aged man in his prime. Now something had eaten him up from the inside, and all that was left was the shell.

‘How are you, Governor?’ I said.

‘Well enough.’ The skull grinned. ‘My condolences. Your father was a splendid man. Splendid.’ No reference to Syria, but then I wouldn’t’ve expected it. Even when he was chewing my balls off Lamia had been the perfect diplomat. ‘You know Lucius Arruntius?’

‘No. At least we’ve never met formally.’ We shook hands. Arruntius would be about Lamia’s age, I’d guess, but he looked a dozen years younger and good for a dozen or two more. I’d give Lamia twelve months at the outside.

‘You’re here for long?’ Arruntius asked.

The same question as Sejanus’s, and with the same edge. Maybe coincidence, but the hair on my neck still bristled.

‘Just a visit,’ I said. ‘Rome doesn’t suit me any more.’

‘The place or the climate?’

I was cautious. ‘I miss the Subura, sure. And the smell of the Tiber. Other things.’

‘But not the politics?’

Sejanus’s question again. I was beginning to get bad feelings about this, especially the way they were looking at me. Like lepidopterists deciding where to shove the pin. ‘Politics doesn’t interest me,’ I said. I glanced over to where Dad’s pyre was sinking into a pile of glowing ashes. ‘I haven’t even notched up a junior magistracy.’

‘So I hear.’ Arruntius dropped his voice. ‘Yet you were exiled.’

‘I was never exiled. Formally or informally.’ This was familiar ground. I’d been over it a dozen times in the last ten years until I had the answer off pat; so pat that I’d begun to believe it myself. ‘Choose to live outside Italy if you come from one of the top families and you’re automatically in exile, voluntary or otherwise. Finish, end of story. That’s the way the Roman mind works; only crooks and disgraced politicians live abroad from choice. I’m no crook, sir, and my reasons had nothing to do with politics.’

Arruntius smiled. Then he said quietly, ‘Come now, young man, of course they did. That’s why we need to talk.’

Uh-huh. Coincidence nothing; this was a proposition if I’d ever heard one. The old guys were still looking at me like I was some sort of pickled specimen, and I knew I should just walk away from them, collect Perilla and make a run for Puteoli and the first ship out. Wherever it was headed.

Lamia’s hand was on my arm, and he moved me further out of earshot. Not that there were many people left to overhear. The crowd was thinning fast.

‘Corvinus,’ he said, ‘matters have reached a crisis. You may or may not know that Tiberius is on the point of naming Aelius Sejanus formally as his successor.’

‘Is that right, now?’ I tried to keep my voice level. Confidences like this I could do without.

‘That is right.’ Evidently my tone hadn’t fazed him. ‘Since you claim to have no interest in politics it may not concern you overmuch. On the other hand, knowing the man as you do you may share our opinion that his nomination would be a disaster for Rome.’

Yeah. No prizes for what was coming next. I could’ve scripted it myself. And I’d bet good money the ‘our’ didn’t just mean him and Arruntius; it smelled of broad purple stripes.

‘Governor,’ I said wearily, ‘I’ve met the guy exactly twice, once ten years ago and once today. Neither meeting lasted above five minutes. That’s hardly time for a valid assessment. And as far as his being bad for Rome is concerned the emperor obviously thinks otherwise. Or are you calling Tiberius a fool?’

‘Personal acquaintance isn’t the issue. And as you know, Tiberius is not in full possession of the facts.’

‘Oh, really?’

‘Corvinus, don’t play games!’ Lamia snapped. Either he had a lot less patience than when he’d been running one of the empire’s top provinces or he was more keyed up than he appeared. ‘You’re too old for that now, and I certainly am. Ten years ago you were involved in an investigation which it was my duty as the emperor’s representative to impede. I wasn’t in full possession of the facts then myself, I don’t claim to be now and I have no wish to be; however, I suspect they proved that while Sejanus was acting with the emperor’s mandate he was also engaged in secret activities of which Tiberius was unaware, and which he would certainly have viewed as dubious.’

‘Dubious’, hell: the bastard had been committing treason, only not the kind he could easily be nailed for. Even so, I didn’t see why I should make Lamia’s job any easier. Let alone agree to what he obviously wanted from me.

‘Like you said, Governor, that was ten years ago.’ I turned away briefly. Perilla was still talking to Mother and Cosconia, but she shot a glance in my direction. She looked anxious. You and me both, lady, I thought. I turned back to Lamia. ‘Maybe you’re right, maybe I am too old now to play games. Especially dangerous ones involving Aelius Sejanus.’

Arruntius had been hanging back like a Greek chorus, letting the governor take centre stage. Now he moved closer and took hold of my wrist. He had strong, blunt fingers like a wrestler’s.

‘We were hoping that you might agree to resume that investigation now, Corvinus,’ he said softly, ‘so that Tiberius can be apprised of the true situation and change his mind. Before it’s too late.’

There it was. Masks down. We stared at one another, and it may’ve been my imagination but Lamia didn’t look any happier than I felt. Well, at least he’d put out the right signals in advance, and Livia had warned me this would happen one day. I’d always wondered, if and when the time came, which way I’d jump.

The snag was that I still didn’t know.

‘So you want someone to dig the dirt on Aelius Sejanus and hand it over in a nice neat parcel to the Wart?’ I said. Neither of them answered. ‘Why me?’

‘We’ve been over that,’ Lamia grunted. ‘You have a head start, Corvinus. And you have the temperament for it. Uniquely so.’

Well, flattery would get him nowhere. If it was flattery.

‘I’m still surprised you need me, Lamia,’ I said. ‘You’re the bastard’s cousin, after all.’

I regretted the words even before his bony face turned red with anger: I’d never believed even at the time that Lamia was in Sejanus’s pay, and I didn’t believe it now. But it was a fair point, and it needed making.

‘We didn’t expect immediate agreement,’ Arruntius said quickly. ‘Let alone trust. Think it over first before you give us your answer. But remember that in asking for your help we don’t ask lightly.’

Yeah. That I’d believe. I knew that ‘we’, I’d heard it all my life from Dad: the patriotic plural comes second nature to broad-stripers, despite the fact that they’re the most disunited bunch of self-servers you’d never hope to meet. So. Rome’s Senate wanted the upstart Sejanus pegged out for the crows. No surprises there, but I was surprised that Arruntius had agreed to do their asking for them. If he had clout – and he had it in spades – it was because he wasn’t one of the gang. Of the three men Augustus once said could run the empire Arruntius was the only one the cunning old bugger had no reservations about. That sort of recommendation doesn’t come cheap.

I turned away again; not towards Perilla this time but in the direction of Dad’s pyre. It was mostly ash now, with a few glowing embers and a scattering of charred logs at the edges. Time, soon, for the wine and the picking over of the bones. When we burned him, I’d once said, we’d find a poker with the words Property of the Senate and People of Rome written on it. I was sorry for that now; he hadn’t deserved it, or not in the way I’d meant it at the time. No, there’d be no poker. But a good part of the old guy had been Rome’s after all.

‘Oh. One more thing, Corvinus.’ Arruntius was reaching into the fold of his mantle. He brought out a sealed letter. ‘I was instructed to give you this. I don’t know the contents, but I suspect they may be relevant, and they may help you decide.’

I took the letter and turned it over in my hands to read the spidery superscription: ‘For Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus. Personal, to be delivered at the proper time.’ No signature, but I recognised the handwriting. Sure I did. I could even smell the camphor.

Livia never let go, did she? Not even when she was two years dead.
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We got back late. Bathyllus, as usual, had the door open for us even before we’d stepped out of the litters. If anything, the little guy’s psychic powers had improved with age.

I’d kept up the house on the Palatine, partly through sentiment, mostly because to sell it would’ve been an admission that I was finished with Rome. That I couldn’t be, ever. The city was in my bones, and if I’d trusted myself to live there quietly without scratching the dangerous itch of curiosity now and again I’d never have left. Expensive, sure, but we came for visits regularly, and Mother and Priscus had used it for a while after their own place had been gutted in the big Caelian fire.

‘Hey, Bathyllus.’ I handed him my stripped-off mantle and took the pre-dinner cup of wine he held out. ‘Everything okay now?’ A genuine question: the caretaker staff we left in Rome didn’t come up to the little guy’s high standards. The first few days back there was always blood on the walls.

‘Yes, sir.’ Bathyllus folded the mantle carefully. ‘I’ve cancelled the arrangement with the jobbing gardener and located the missing mushroom dish.’

‘Uh, yeah. Great. Good work.’ I took a long swallow of the Setinian. Beautiful. You can get it in Athens but somehow it doesn’t taste the same. ‘That mushroom dish was worrying me.’

Perilla took off her veil while I carried the wine into the living-room and lay down on our usual couch. Bathyllus had brought her a chilled fruit juice. She lay down beside me and sipped at it.

‘He’d have been pleased, Marcus,’ she said at last. ‘Your father. Especially at the funeral speech.’

‘Yeah.’ I helped myself from the jug on the table. ‘Old Appianus did well. If he’d had a few more teeth he would’ve been almost intelligible.’

‘What did Aelius Lamia have to say to you?’

‘You recognised him?’

‘Oddly enough, I generally do tend to recognise governors who’ve thrown me out of their provinces. It’s one of the skills I had to develop when I married you.’

I grinned and kissed her. How Perilla can be so prickly and yet make a put-down sound like a compliment has always amazed me. She’s pretty good at puncturing a black mood, too. ‘Nothing much,’ I said. ‘He and his pal Arruntius want me to put the skids under Sejanus for them, that’s all.’

Perilla sat up wide-eyed, spilling her fruit juice over the couch arm.

‘Oh, Marcus! No!’

‘That was my reaction.’ I took another swallow of wine; the Special was mellowing nicely now it had a chance to sit in the cellar. Luckily my stepfather Priscus wasn’t a drinker. He kept his enthusiasms for important things like tombs and Oscan optatives.

‘They’re mad!’ She was still staring. ‘Insane!’

‘Sure they are. They’re senators. It goes with the stripe.’

‘No, but really!’

‘Oh, I agree. You want me to give you the arguments against it myself, just to save you time?’ I counted them off on my fingers. ‘Sejanus is as dangerous as a crocodile in a swimming pool. He’s the Wart’s ears, eyes and hands in Rome. I don’t know the political ropes here any more. I’d get nothing out of it if I won, not even thanks, and a short cut to the death mask if I lost. And it’s none of my business anyway. Those do you or should I start on the other hand?’

‘Marcus, be serious!’

‘I am being serious. Believe it.’

‘But why you?’

‘No one else is stupid enough.’ I didn’t tell her about Livia’s letter, although it wouldn’t’ve surprised her: Perilla knew as much about the old empress as I did, but I wanted to read that privately first. Or maybe just burn it unopened.

‘Corvinus, that is not being serious!’

I shrugged. ‘They seem to think I’m their best bet. And they’re desperate.’

‘You turned them down, of course.’

I’d been hoping against hope she wouldn’t ask that. ‘Uh, not in so many words, Perilla.’

‘Oh, Marcus!’ She reached for my wine cup and emptied it at a swallow. ‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at?’

‘Hey, I didn’t actually say I’d do it, lady! I never even said I’d consider it.’

Flannel, flannel. Well, I didn’t expect it to work, and it didn’t.

‘You do realise, don’t you,’ she said, ‘that we left Rome to avoid attracting that man’s attention? I would’ve thought one funeral in the family was enough for a while.’

I shifted uncomfortably. ‘It’s not that bad. I only––’

‘It isn’t even as if you have the excuse this time that Livia has forced you into it. And you certainly wouldn’t have imperial protection. Quite the reverse.’ She filled the cup again, looked at the wine with distaste and set it down. ‘Marcus, why?’

I put my free arm round her shoulders. She was stiff as a steel rod.

‘Because it’s something I can do,’ I said. ‘Instead of making speeches in favour of things I don’t believe in, or hammering the hell out of foreigners who’d rather not be blessed with the benefits of Roman civilisation.’ I paused. ‘Or maybe there’s just something wrong with my brain.’

She looked at me for a long time, then smiled gently to herself and kissed me. Her shoulders lost a little of their tenseness.

‘Your father understood,’ she said. ‘He may not have agreed, but he did understand. He never blamed you, not really. Don’t forget that.’

‘Dad’s got nothing to do with this.’

‘No. Of course not.’ She kissed me again and pressed closer. ‘Marcus, I married you because you were different, you didn’t fit in. But remember that if you died I’d make a bad and very sad widow. Much worse than Cosconia. Think about that before you do anything silly, won’t you? And you don’t have to prove anything to me, either.’

After we’d eaten I locked myself in the study and took out Livia’s letter. There was a lamp burning on the desk. I looked at the clear flame, considering. Then with a twist of my thumb I broke the seal.

The letter was two years old, dated a month or so before the empress had died. She’d written it herself – I’d known that from the superscription – and the writing sprawled across the page like the tracks of a drunken spider:


To Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus. Livia Julia Augusta gives greetings.

Well, young man, I’m dead and burned at last, or you wouldn’t be reading this. Let me say first that I have no regrets, either about being dead or for having removed so many of my collateral relatives before their proper hours. I acted for the good of Rome; and Rome, although presently she believes herself hard done by under Tiberius, will look back and thank me for him. She could have done worse; she will certainly do worse when my son has gone and she discovers the quality of what is left. So no apologies, and no justifications.

Which brings me to the point of this letter. Aelius Sejanus. We talked a little about him the last time we met. Again the fact that you are reading this shows that the time for talk is past. The man is a malignant growth, a danger to Rome, and he must be removed. No; I dislike metaphorical euphemisms. Sejanus must be killed.

I don’t suggest you do it yourself. I can’t see you knifing him in the back or poisoning his porridge, although I could make some suggestions there, as you know. That would be far too risky, and, besides, overt murder is always a mistake. Consider Brutus and Cassius, who performed the very laudable act of killing the far-from-divine Julius and got nothing but death and infamy for their pains while taking most of Rome’s best with them. The question mark, Corvinus, must always be there, if only for the purposes of insurance. In Sejanus’s case exposure of his true character in Tiberius’s eyes will be quite sufficient. Then, assuming my son hasn’t lost the wits he was born with, he can be rendered harmless and those cowardly fools in the Senate relied on to finish the job for you.

So. How is he to be exposed? That, my dear, I leave entirely to you because I have the utmost faith in your expertise. For the same reason (and for the reason which you so astutely divined in our last interview) I am giving you no help whatsoever in the way of inside information. Find things out for yourself, young man. I would, however, suggest that an examination of the records of trials before the Senate over the past eight years will make instructive reading, plus, of course, any others which postdate my own death. I have already approached the Senate’s archivist Junius Rusticus in this connection and should he still be alive when you read this he will be happy to give you access. If not you must make your own arrangements.

That is all. I wish you luck, which I am certain you don’t need. Oh, one more thing, a personal matter. I called you, at the close of our interview, a ‘divine idiot’ and compared you to my grandson Claudius. I regret that bitterly: not the term, nor the comparison, but simply that you misunderstood it as an insult. That was most certainly not my meaning, and I apologise sincerely for any hurt caused. Should you ever have the opportunity, talk to my son’s astrologer Thrasyllus. Normally, unlike Tiberius and my late husband the god, I have no time for such nonsense, but in Thrasyllus’s case I make an exception. He is an honest man by his own lights, and – so far as I can tell – genuinely gifted. Ask him about Claudius; discreetly, please, there are certain understandable rules about these matters. What he tells you – if he tells you anything – will surprise you, and perhaps alter your opinion of my remark.

Again, Corvinus, and for the last time, my thanks. You will be acting, as I have always acted, for the good of Rome. Fools look for public acknowledgment and public honours. You will have neither, ever; and you will not, I think, care too much. We altruistic beings who truly love Rome (don’t laugh, young man! I can hear you, but I mean it!) are above such things.

I am entrusting this letter to Lucius Arruntius. He has his faults, but he is, believe me, one of the few true Romans left. He knows nothing of its contents, and although – because! – he is an honourable man I would hesitate, were I you, to count on his practical assistance. A keen sense of honour is not a quality we require in this business, nor indeed is it a very safe one. Burn this now. You have my prayers.



Yeah. That was Livia, all right. I picked up my cup of Setinian and scattered a few drops to the thrawn, tough-minded old so-and-so’s ghost: where she was at the moment I’d bet she needed all the prayers she could get. Then I burned her letter as instructed, in the flame of the lamp, and ground it to ash. There was a lump in my throat as I did it, why I don’t know: she’d used me before, she was using me again, and this time she hadn’t even had the grace to ask. I owed her nothing; quite the reverse.

I’d go after Sejanus like she wanted me to do; sure I would, I couldn’t help myself. Whatever the cost, and however crazy it was. But then Livia, like Lamia, had known that all along.


3      [image: Image Missing]

It was good to be walking in Rome again, even if the city had changed. Not physically, or at least not much: buildings had gone up and come down, especially in the Subura where fires and collapsing tenements were a way of life, but the streets themselves were the same. And the smells. I hadn’t been kidding when I’d told Arruntius I missed the smell of the Tiber. Athens may have a river of her own, but it’s small and reasonably clean, like everything else in the philosophers’ city, and that goes a long way towards explaining the Athenian character. A few thousand tons of ripe Tiber mud upwind tend to keep you practical.

But ten years was a long time, and I’d lost friends. Scylax was dead of a stroke five years back. Daphnis ran the gym for me now, and it was just a profitable investment these days: I’d never really hit it off with Daphnis. Agron was still around, but he was in Ostia and married to the daughter of an Alexandrian boat-builder who’d given him three kids and a paunch. The last time I’d seen Agron he had baby puke all down his tunic. He’d been proud of it, too.

Yeah, well. Life moves on, and even Rome can’t stay still. I was heading for the Treasury on the Capitol, where the Senate’s records are kept, and although the Subura wasn’t exactly on my direct route I cut through it for old times’ sake. Not that I had much time for sightseeing: Bathyllus had run round – as far as the little guy is capable of running – to make a formal appointment for an hour before noon. After he’d gone I’d wondered whether sending him to Rusticus in advance had been a mistake, but cloak and dagger stuff’s never been my bag. It only gets you noticed.

The first person I saw inside the Treasury building was Caelius Crispus. He’d put on weight and lost hair and teeth, but he still oozed. Good quality mantle, though. Trio wasn’t the only slimy bastard who’d gone up in the world since I left.

‘Corvinus?’ Crispus was looking at me like I’d walked through the wall and rattled my chains at him. ‘What the hell are you doing in Rome?’

‘Yeah, and I’m glad to see you too, sunshine.’ Not true. Given the choice between running into a flea-bitten baboon with halitosis and Crispus I’d’ve taken the monkey every time. ‘You still have your attachments, then.’

‘I’m Permanent Under-Secretary of the Military Treasury now, if that’s what you mean,’ he said with dignity.

‘Jupiter! You’re saying they let you near the army pay-chest? Do the lads on the Rhine know about this?’

That got me a scowl. Maybe I’d touched a nerve: all sorts of scams go on in the Treasury, even in these rigidly moral days, and Crispus was as straight as an Aventine dice game.

‘Look, Corvinus,’ he said, ‘I haven’t got either the time or the inclination for badinage. Just make sure that you and that she-cat wife of yours stay out of my life while you’re here, okay?’ I grinned: the last time we’d seen Crispus Perilla had almost got him blackballed from his exclusive gentlemen-only club. Evidently he hadn’t forgiven or forgotten. ‘And you haven’t answered my question. What brings you back to Rome?’

I hesitated: information is Crispus’s stock-in-trade, the more shop-soiled the better. His next question would be what was I doing up at the Treasury, and that was the one I really didn’t want to answer: give Crispus the ball – any ball – and he’d run with it, straight to where he thought he could make most profit. And that could be dangerous.

‘I thought you’d know,’ I said at last. ‘An important guy like you. My father died. I’m here for the funeral.’

‘Oh.’ He put on his pious expression, the one that made him look like a sick duck. ‘Oh, yes, of course, I forgot. The ex-consul Messalinus. My condolences.’

I could see the next question already forming in his eyes so I got in first.

‘Dad left some letters in his will to be delivered to the Senate archives. Connected with the Pannonian revolt.’

Without making it obvious I showed Crispus the sheaf of documents I was carrying in my mantle-fold. I wasn’t lying. The bit about the will had been true enough; the Pannonian revolt, when Dad had been provincial governor, had been his finest hour, or maybe finest five minutes, and being Dad he didn’t want posterity to overlook it.

Crispus grunted, satisfied. He was already moving off. ‘Archives is along the west corridor, third on your right,’ he said. ‘Sorry again about your father, Corvinus. I’ll see you around.’ He paused. ‘Or perhaps not.’

‘Yeah. Right.’

The shifty bugger had wilfully misdirected me before. This time I checked with a slave pushing a broom around, but west corridor third on the right it was. Archives was a huge room filled floor to ceiling with creaking bookshelves and smelling of musty paper and old glue, and Rusticus was already there waiting for me.

From Livia’s letter I’d been half expecting a little mousy guy of about ninety, with inky fingers and dust in the folds of his mantle, but the Senate’s archivist suited his name: a big, beefy countryman in his late fifties, with a florid face and eyebrows like overblown caterpillars. We shook hands over the cramped reading desk.

‘My condolences on the death of your father,’ he said. ‘A fine man. He’ll be sorely missed.’

‘Yeah. Yeah, he will.’ Unlike Crispus, Rusticus sounded like he meant it. Maybe he did. I gave him the Pannonian letters, which he pounced on.

‘Excellent,’ he said. ‘They’ll add greatly to our knowledge of the revolt.’

‘You’re a historian?’

‘Not a true one. I have an interest in history, but I don’t write. It’s why I took this job. Not the most popular senatorial position, even although vital. I’ll look after these, don’t worry.’ He called over one of the clerks and gave the letters to him. ‘Now, Corvinus. Everything’s ready for you, in accordance with the Augusta’s instructions.’

‘Uh . . . just what were these, exactly?’ I said cautiously. Livia was thorough, I’d give her that. I just hoped she hadn’t been too thorough. Rusticus sounded the keen, talkative type, and if he enjoyed his work that much I might be able to cut a few corners.

‘That you be shown and given access to the senatorial records from the eighth year of Tiberius’s reign up to the present, whenever that was. With no comment and no further guidance on my part.’

Shit. There went that idea. ‘Is that so?’

‘That is so. “Tell the young puppy to look for himself. It’s all there.”’ He smiled. ‘Her words, not mine.’

‘Uh-huh.’ Bugger the old bitch sideways, she really was determined to make this difficult, wasn’t she? ‘And you’re going to do just exactly what she told you?’

The smile faded. ‘I am. Even although I could do more, I won’t.’

Well, that was frank enough. ‘You mind telling me why?’

‘Not at all. I had and have a great deal of respect for Livia. She was a very clever woman, Corvinus, and I know her reasons for making the stipulation, whatever they were, would be good ones. Especially since she insisted I carry it out to the letter.’ He looked me square in the eye. ‘Don’t mistake me, please. I can guess her intentions, and I’d help you gladly if I were free to do so. I’ve been waiting two years for this, ever since the emperor sent Agrippina and young Nero into exile and confined Drusus to the palace.’

Yeah. That little nugget of information I did have, courtesy of an army pal with a penchant for booze and current affairs who’d stayed with us en route for Asia. As soon as Livia was cold Tiberius had banished his dead adopted son Germanicus’s widow and her eldest son. Drusus, the second son, had disappeared from public life shortly afterwards, leaving only the then sixteen-year-old Gaius. Agrippina and Nero had been exiled to separate islands off the Italian coast. Nero, so the official version had it, committed suicide a year later; believe that, as my tribune pal said over the third jug, if you like. Sure, from what I already knew of her Agrippina had deserved all she got; but the Wart’s treatment of the old imperial family – or Sejanus’s – still left a bad taste. Rusticus obviously agreed, and I’d bet that he was that rare thing now in Rome, a Julian sympathiser. It surprised me that Livia had trusted him enough to count on his help, especially given her own track record where the Julians were concerned; but then maybe an interest in history encourages a certain degree of Olympian objectivity.

‘Okay.’ I shrugged. ‘So give me whatever you can.’

‘Willingly.’ Rusticus stood up. ‘If you’ll follow me I’ll show you the relevant shelves and leave you to it.’

There were four of them, long ones, crammed solid with papyrus rolls in their heavy protective cylinders. Good sweet Jupiter in a G-string! My jaw dropped and I could almost hear the old harpy chuckling all the way from the shades.

‘You’re sure that’s all there is, pal?’ I said at last.

The sarcasm went straight past Rusticus’s head; or maybe he just wasn’t rising to the bait.
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