

[image: Image Missing]




About the Author


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


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




Also by Lindsey Davis


The Course of Honour


Rebels and Traitors


Master and God


A Cruel Fate


THE FALCO SERIES


The Silver Pigs


Shadows in Bronze


Venus in Copper


The Iron Hand of Mars


Poseidon’s Gold


Last Act in Palmyra


Time to Depart


A Dying Light in Corduba


Three Hands in the Fountain


Two for the Lions


One Virgin too Many


Ode to a Banker


A Body in the Bath House


The Jupiter Myth


The Accusers


Scandal Takes a Holiday


See Delphi and Die


Saturnalia


Alexandria


Nemesis


THE FLAVIA ALBIA SERIES


The Ides of April


Enemies at Home


Deadly Election


The Graveyard of the Hesperides


The Third Nero


Pandora’s Boy


The Spook Who Spoke Again


Vesuvius by Night


Invitation to Die


Falco: The Official Companion




[image: Image Missing]


 


 


 


 


[image: Image Missing]



www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Hodder & Stoughton


An Hachette UK company


Copyright © Lindsey Davis 2019


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


Map by Rodney Paull


All rights reserved.


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


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


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


eBook ISBN 978 1 473 65873 8


Hodder & Stoughton Ltd


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.hodder.co.uk




[image: Image Missing]




CHARACTERS






	T. Fl. Domitianus Germanicus a conquering general
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	T. Manlius Faustus
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	a shy new dog





	Drax

	a jealous old dog





	Prisca

	a shrewd businesswoman, tells it like it is





	M. Didius Falco

	an honest auctioneer, a father





	Helena Justina

	a mother, a problem-solver





	On the Capitol and Arx





	Gabinus

	a dead man, not a big contributor





	Egnatius

	his deputy, dead man’s shoes





	Valeria Dillia

	a very helpful witness (unreliable)





	Larth

	an augur, skywatching





	Percennia

	his wife, with her feet on the ground





	Lemni

	an augury assistant, knows the odds





	Alichsantre

	another augur, nervous (seen the signs?)





	Callipus

	a hutless caretaker, living with his mum





	Callipina

	his houseproud mum





	Geminus

	her younger lover





	Nestor

	a Praetorian with an agenda





	Feliculus

	an elderly goose-boy with anxiety problems





	Geese

	sacred to Juno, troublemakers





	Florentina

	a very unlucky bird





	Old Romulus

	a talkative bar-owner





	Genialis

	a jailer, strangulation on day rates





	On the Campus Martius





	Quartilla

	a mistress of stitchery





	Naevia

	a wronged woman





	Children

	good actors, very cute





	Successus and Spurius

	colourful painters





	Lalus

	a chariot-gilder, an agitator





	On the Palatine





	Aepolus

	a worried bureaucrat





	Hylus

	wardrobe master to Our Master





	On the coast





	Ostorius

	an ambitious manufacturer





	Cincia

	his wife, pushing him





	Susuza

	their buxom niece, with a stylish career plan





	Castor and Pollux

	recalcitrant donkeys





	On their beat





	Scorpus

	a vigiles inquiry chief, who has his methods





	Julius Karus

	doing unspecified work for unspeakable reasons





	Taurus and Zenon

	two trusty vigiles, up for it









Plus full supporting cast: a triumphal procession of soldiers, sweepers, workmen, priests, tour guides, tourists, the imperial transport corps, scenery builders, Dacian and Chattian ‘prisoners’, actors, dancers, musicians, flower-strewers, drinkers, slaves, drivers and bearers, and, of course, idiotic members of the public.




Almost nothing is known of the procession’s infrastructure and management. No ancient source addresses the logistics … 
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One woman with a list could do it easily.
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Domitian was back.


I state this in completely neutral language. Your slave must read it out to you with no hint of judgement. Even if he or she is a highly educated, clever specimen, who cost you thousands (or decades of being nice to the horrible aunt who first owned them), restraint must be shown. We don’t want a nasty execution, do we?


Domitian was back, so everybody had to look out. For me to imply that the Senate and People of Rome felt a happy respite had ended when their emperor reappeared would be risky, as risky as trying to evaluate what Our Master actually achieved during his absence abroad. That is on record – I mean, he told us. His summer-long campaign on the Empire’s borders was so politically glorious and valorously punitive that he was to be awarded a Double Triumph. He had asked the Senate for it, so the Senate would bleat their agreement because even an implicit death threat works.


A Roman triumph is a huge public event to celebrate a military commander who has successfully completed a foreign war. He rides through the main streets in a big fancy chariot. In a ceremonial procession, the general and his troops are welcomed home with wild enthusiasm; their glittering booty is admired and their exotic captives are derided or, if the poor souls look miserable enough, even pitied. It takes a very long time, costs squillions and leaves behind vast quantities of litter, which the public slaves are too tired to deal with. People behave badly. All the temples are open but there are never enough toilets. Often more divorce follows than after a Saturnalia.


To spend a full day watching a march-past is supposedly wonderful. This is Rome. Romans love street festivity. To me, they are a simple people, who never learn from their mistakes. They call it tradition. The barmier a ritual is, the more they love it.


So, our emperor was back. A triumph always has to be over someone: it must celebrate Rome conquering barbarians, our hairy, obstreperous enemies. Rome knows how to make foreigners feel sorry they exist. This double event was meant to show the world that the warlike Domitian had brilliantly walked all over the Chatti and the Dacians. They saw it differently, but they were a long way away and wouldn’t be coming to argue.


We citizens, lucky us, were to be reminded of what a dazzling emperor we had. At least until the day it happened, Domitian was camping with his troops outside Rome, as he was supposed to do. My father, ever the satirist, kept reminding us that some poor mutt in the past had had to wait five years for his triumph, but my mother, a realist, said Domitian would not be thwarted. He studied rulebooks, as paranoid tyrants do (omitting the rule that rulers should show kindness to their people). Being so meticulous, he would probably remain outside the city boundary until the triumph – though that put him rather too close to the Campus Martius, which contained the Saepta Julia where my family had its auction house. On the other hand, being Domitian, he might well decide to come in secretly, to listen to what people were saying about him in case it was treasonous so he could take revenge.


He would not camp out any longer than he had to. He was famously impatient. He would be nagging the planners to move faster. He would also want to keep close personal track of all the arrangements. Our podgy overlord liked to control every detail. He hand-picked army officers and was prone to dismissing freedmen suddenly from the palace secretariats, simply because in his view they had been around too long to be trusted. He took everything to heart. Any fault in the ceremonial would be seen as a deliberate insult to him; any omission or failure would be fatal. My husband, who was a magistrate that year, had been involved for weeks in preparations; like so many in Rome, he was now depressed and anxious. He regularly came home moaning it was all a nightmare. Pressure on the official organisers probably caused what happened one evening on the Capitol.


It began with a man falling to his death off the Tarpeian Rock. It looked like suicide. Unfortunately for those who tried to hush things up, an old woman saw him drop. With no idea of tact, she kept insisting loudly that someone had been up there with him.


She made this claim to everyone she met in the street, her neighbours, their visiting relatives, barmen, stallholders, the teacher at the infant school at the corner of her road, and some feral cats she fed. A busybody took her to the vigiles to report what she had seen. That might not have mattered since the vigiles know all about discretion, which avoids having to write reports for their prefect, but she found other outlets: because of the Triumph, Praetorian guards were crawling everywhere ‘for security’, so when the daft crone spotted one making himself unpleasant in a bar where she sometimes had a tipple, she rushed up and parked herself there to regale him with her tale.


The guards don’t bother with discretion. Any word longer than two syllables sounds intellectual to them, and intellectuals are bad people. The big idiot would have listened to her anyway, wondering if this was a plot. Praetorian cohorts are taught that it is their noble role to deal with anything that could be embarrassing to their emperor. The one whose tunic sleeve had been grabbed by the witness’s skinny fingers went back to camp, muttering. Some loon on the commissariat thought, Ho! Dealing with stuff is what we lads do, so let us bravely deal with this … But a crazy old lady, who actually admitted her eyesight wasn’t brilliant, was too hard to interrogate. They soon passed on the story to a civilian committee.


In a superstitious city, such an unnatural death could be seen as an omen. A bad one. In any case, if some heartbroken soul found his life too much to bear and jumped to oblivion, Domitian would be furious that a sad man with mental troubles had spoiled his day. He might even feel that having mental troubles was his own prerogative. Either way, he was unable to punish the victim, who had so selfishly put himself out of reach by dying, but he would lash out. Somebody would cop it.


The first committee shunted the problem on to another. Every group connected with the Triumph looked for a way out, which they hoped someone else would process. Time passed, as usual in bureaucracy, but this difficult agenda item would not go away.


The scene of crime, if it ever was a crime, was their big problem. The Tarpeian Rock is an execution place, starting in mythical history with a get-rich-quick wench called Tarpeia, who tried to betray Rome to a besieging army for a reward. Instead, she was crushed under a heap of shields and thrown off the Arx, the citadel. At the heart of Rome, this outcrop of rock is somewhat prominent. Not only is it an important part of the Capitol but the Capitol is where a triumph traditionally ends. Sacrifices to Jupiter and other rites occur up there, as the honoured general formally completes his task, hands back the symbols of his military power and sighs with relief that he can now go home for supper.


Nobody wanted Capitol Hill to be defiled. At the time, it was awash with workmen and temple assistants, preparing for what would be a very religious day. Jumping off the rock was the wrong kind of sacrifice.


Then things got worse. The dead man was identified.


Oh dear. He was named as a project manager involved in the Triumph. This could still have been downplayed with the right wording, except that he was in charge of transport. So not only had he been assembling a multitude of carts to amaze the crowds by carrying loot and other wonders – but his remit included the chariot. That chariot. The big beast at the climax of the procession. The specially designed chariot in which our emperor, valiant suppressor of the Chatti and Dacians, was to ride.


If someone who was meant to be buffing this fancy quadriga had killed himself before the Triumph, it was sad enough. Any suggestion that he had been murdered was a ghastly taint on the occasion. All the gods would be attending Domitian’s party: you don’t want gods to notice that your transport manager has topped himself, or been topped.


Well, all right. Maybe the gods can be paid off with a few wheaten cakes but, Hades, you don’t want Domitian to find out. He would be standing in that chariot all day, continually brooding about why the man who prepared it for him had not cared enough about his Triumph to stay around and watch.


Men on committees despaired; some succumbed to heart attacks, or said they had, before they rushed to hide in country villas. After the usual period of faffing, just long enough to lose any useful evidence, of course, someone finally applied a fix. It was solemnly decreed that they had better find out what had really happened. One of the committees dumped the problem on the aediles.


There are four of these magistrates. By definition they are among the most practical officials in Rome, though they have a big staff of experienced slaves to help them. Each man looks after a quarter of the city. The aedile who managed the Capitol swiftly claimed he already had too much to do, what with keeping top temples tidy for Domitian’s big day. He inveigled a colleague into helping out. He knew one of the others was a soft touch. This was Tiberius Manlius Faustus. My husband.


Of course, I knew what he was intending from the moment he came home and sheepishly admitted he had let himself be commandeered. I am Flavia Albia, a private informer. I specialise in domestic situations that require investigative skills. I know what husbands are like. But I had married this man on the understanding that ours would be a sharing partnership. So, Tiberius, the sly rat, passed his task to me.
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It didn’t work out quite like that. He made a big show of worrying about his problem until, as he had intended, I said, ‘You will have to give the job to me.’


‘That wouldn’t be right.’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ I had been married two months now. I had all the wifely phrases. I promised him family rates on my fee.


‘This is just right for you,’ Tiberius assured me. ‘You’ll love it!’


He was right, because somebody needed to get down to asking straightforward questions and I am that kind of girl. Nevertheless, I said a few words back. They were frank and forceful.


He knew perfectly well I could have done without this. Still establishing our household, I was breaking in staff: a new runabout, who needed to learn our habits, and a new chef, who had to be told Tiberius loved fish but hated bones, plus we had recently acquired a stray dog. Since a terrible accident on our wedding day, my husband had been unwell – though not sufficiently indisposed to prevent him making the dog a kennel, which apparently needed to be painted up, by him, like a Greek temple. It even had its own little terracotta antefix on the roof.


You might think that, while helping to organise an imperial triumph, Tiberius was very busy. Even so, it seemed a man must have priorities. For mine, what came first was finding a way to attach a broken antefix that he had picked up in a salvage yard for next to nothing because it had lost its fixing-hole.


At least there are worse hobbies. As an informer, I had had many weeping female clients so I knew the alternatives. With possibilities that include nose-picking, gambling, buggery, sloth, drink and listening to his mother too much, count yourself lucky if your man’s worst trait is playing with his Greek-style acroterion.


See that as a euphemism, if you like. Old Katutis, who writes up my notes for me, may strike it out in any case.


Enough of that.


The Triumph had already caused us personal anxiety. Traditionally they begin before dawn and continue, winding at a snail’s pace, for many, many hours. In the past, the grand processions for especially show-off generals have taken several days, although Domitian would not claim that. This was his third time. He knew the perils. He had to stand up all day in his chariot, a bruising journey that would require patience and strength, not to mention tempering his victorious expression with modesty, which is a hard trick to pull off. By the time he finished the ritual and was led off to a banquet, all the food would be fly-blown and naughty slaves would have spat in the drink.


What worried me was that in the line ahead of Domitian the senators and magistrates would be on foot. They had to hike through the city, across the Plain of Mars, past many theatres and markets, down through the entire length of the Circus Maximus, then back along the Forum on the Sacred Way and finally up Capitol Hill by a very steep flight of steps. The day would be a killer for any who were elderly or impaired.


I had a particular fear. My husband had been struck by lightning. He survived, but he was damaged, both physically and mentally. He now took life cautiously, never knowing from day to day whether there would be pain or confusion, whether new effects would trouble him or previous misery would reoccur. This made him frustrated and angry, so I had to be careful too. We got by, but if Tiberius Manlius tried to walk the route, wearing the heavy weight of a toga and with very few rest stops, he might not manage it. Even if he could, completing the circuit was bound to do him harm.


I had been watching him closely, yet probably had not seen all he suffered. He sometimes hid his trials. Oh, he was fine, we told everyone. He could still do everything. He was a good husband, helping me put together our new house, and he even ran a construction business. But he was not the man he had been. Tactfully I suggested the procession would be too much. Then, after dodging a flare-up, I made him accept this.


I wrote my boy a sick-note. His mother was dead; he was an orphan. I had to do it.


I did ask him first. I have more sense than some wives, which was why he married me. I felt like Calpurnia begging Julius Caesar not to go to the Senate that day, though without the excuse of a bad dream. The feeling did not stop me: I had already had one husband killed in a street accident and I wasn’t going to see Tiberius brought home to me dead on a pallet too.


Since my family knew the Prefect of the City, who was in charge of Rome until Domitian came back, I addressed a pathetic plea to him. In the chaos of trying to organise the Triumph, the noble Rutilius Gallicus was heading for a nervous breakdown. The old duffer had no energy to argue with a woman who knew how to write a good letter; besides, I was suggesting I might ask the Vestal Virgins to intercede. I never would, as they are ghastly women, but Rutilius could not be sure. The poor sap stood no chance.


Rutilius Gallicus suggested that my husband might join the leading men when they went to salute the Emperor before dawn. Then, as the procession began, Faustus could slip away in a closed litter through the back-streets and spend the day quietly at our house. Later, he was supposed to make his way to the Capitol for the ceremonies at the Temple of Jupiter.


I viewed this as a forgettable promise. Stuff Jupiter. It was Jupiter who threw thunderbolts about. Jupiter had caused the lightning that struck down Tiberius. Even though the god had graciously deigned to spare his life, I would never forgive that. All-seeing Jupiter didn’t notice my wedding procession? Never spotted my bridegroom in the way? Even divine beings should be taught by their mothers to take care when playing with their toys. In fact my mother always ensured any dangerous toys silently went missing.


I might have managed to keep Tiberius Manlius off the Capitol, but he had not escaped other burdens of his office. Aediles are famously in charge of checking market weights and so forth, but they also run big public events like the Games. Domitian’s Triumph came into the same category. Tiberius had to help.


Four men in their thirties with logistical talents and public ambitions should be enough to knock together a carnival, I thought. Mine claimed it was more complicated. As Tiberius said in private to me, Rome may be a great power, capable of magnificent civic and military feats, but if a situation can be a pig’s arse (some committee term, apparently) it will be.


‘And this is a pig with dysentery. We have a Praetorian prefect who thinks he is organising, because of the army connection, a committee of palace freedmen who know they are in charge, and a clerk with a bunch of ragged public slaves who is doing all the work. Heaven knows where my colleagues and I are supposed to fit in. We get stuck with the rubbish jobs as usual. If something involves buckets and mops, the other beggars all think they can pass it to us.’


‘Buckets, darling?’


‘For horse dung.’


‘Lots of that?’


‘Shitloads.’


‘I expect you have done calculations …’ Tiberius was that kind of man. He would have counted the horses, obtained an ostler’s estimate of how much solid waste per horse should be expected over a twelve-hour period, measured by both weight and volume, and he would prepare an adequate rota of slaves to collect it. Luckily I saw him as a treasure – otherwise he would drive me nuts. ‘Any chance you can siphon off some for compost on roses?’


My treasure glared. I subsided, knowing when not to irritate such a top-notch co-ordinator.


Still, common sense was needed. ‘It’s just a straight line,’ I muttered. ‘Surely a man with a noteboard can run this? You only have to muster the various groups:




	
one, captives


	
two, plunder


	
three, floats with tableaux


	
four, senators and magistrates


	
five, general’s guard of lictors


	
six, the four-horse chariot


	
seven, unarmed troops in clean uniforms, all shouting, “Io triumphe!” and singing ribald songs.





‘Give each group a start time, then make sure they keep moving along. One woman with a list could do it easily.’


As a woman, I was used to making sensible suggestions. Nobody listens.


‘Musicians, dancers, masses of incense and strewing flowers,’ added Tiberius, gloomily. ‘Each of those is full of potential for chaos. Two white oxen to be sacrificed. Spare white oxen for when the originals get tired. Medics to stretcher off people who collapse. Law-and-order located at suitable points for unavoidable arrests …’


‘The slave who has to hold the general’s crown and remind him he is only a man.’


‘Never mind that – the important slave is the one who has the jar for when the general feels desperate for a pee,’ said Tiberius.


‘That slave never gets a mention from historians! But I suppose Domitian can’t jump down and go dashing into a public latrine if he is caught short.’ I laughed, then paused. ‘I reckon the pee-jar is some novelty introduced by the sanitation-conscious aedile, Tiberius Manlius Faustus.’


My husband did not dispute it. Normally he would have enjoyed himself pretending it was an antique tradition that he had uncovered, written up in a hallowed scroll he had found deposited in the Temple of Ceres. This evening he had no heart for that. He was worn out. He hunched on a couch, where he had subsided, groaning, when he came home for supper. His slave, the useless Dromo, had followed his master out at dawn and back again at dusk, falling over his feet. Dromo had dropped straight onto a sleeping-mat in the courtyard. I myself removed my loved one’s shoes before I sat and talked to him.


I gazed at him with open concern. Aware he was being assessed, he straightened slightly. He had a strong physique, which fitted his new occupation as owner of a building firm. He could carry the crazy folds of a Roman toga lightly enough, while still looking as if he would be a match for any old republican, ready to stomp back to his plough. He was tough, grey-eyed and sure of himself. My kind of man: at leisure, he liked reading but when he wanted an activity, he could paint a kennel.


‘What is the conquering hero supposed to do?’ I continued, hoping to distract Tiberius from his weariness. ‘Stand with his feet apart, looking innocent, while he discharges a hot torrent through the base of the chariot? I know he traditionally has a big breakfast beforehand. What if—’


‘Military training.’ Tiberius let himself be drawn into a conversation that was not entirely fantasy on my part. I have attended enough family picnics to know what needs to be planned for a day out. ‘The manual must include a drill for crossing your legs. When you’re going into battle, you can’t have lads putting their hands up and whining, please, sir, can they be excused? Generals have to lead by example,’ he said. ‘Iron bladders.’


This was guesswork. Tiberius had never been in the army. I refrained from pointing out that Domitian had never gone through basic training either. Becoming a prince at eighteen had spared him an early stint in the legions, so as commander-in-chief, he was winging it. He had won the soldiers’ respect by awarding them a massive pay rise. He was not unintelligent. ‘I think you should give one of your dung-buckets a very good wash and put a gold ribbon on the handle.’


‘Good idea!’ Tiberius roused himself. ‘I have married an invaluable wife. Planning cannot be skimped. I shall need to sort out a particularly handsome boy to carry the imperial bucket. A signal must be agreed in advance for when he’s wanted, and we have to train him to hand up the equipment into the chariot discreetly, not to mention supply a hand-washing bowl and a nice towel. So while I am absorbed in this critical stuff, dear girl, maybe you can help me with the other thing.’


‘What thing?’


‘The Tarpeian Rock.’


I spoke more frank words, but half-heartedly.


‘Good lass! There is a big budget for the Triumph: I can get you a fee. Watch out for Nestor, when you run into him.’


‘Who is Nestor?’


‘You will find out.’


Tiberius ran a hand thoughtfully over his jaw. He needed a shave. If he shouted for Dromo to razor off his manly stubble, I knew what that meant. Our ancient forefathers, that stocky breed who wore their togas so lightly and could plough so well, had established the fine tradition that a Roman wife should support her husband – after which she was entitled to her matrimonial reward.
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The first person I contacted was the witness. Best get it over with. She might be annoying. From what I had heard about her failing to keep quiet, she would be.


Tiberius had brought home a few garbled notes, in various wonky hands. Someone had scribbled a kind of address, which I tracked down next morning. At her home there was no answer, so I braced myself to poke about nearby, searching for the old woman – my work demands persistence.


False leads from nosy neighbours became unnecessary when the dame in question turned up of her own accord, just as I was writing a note to leave on her door. Someone must have told her a fancy messenger was there. Eager to be the centre of attention, she rushed home.


I explained I was working for an aedile. The eminent Manlius Faustus, I said, thought she might prefer to talk to a woman.


I made the claim without bitterness, even though I had been an independent operator for years. I tolerate Roman prejudice. Any businesswoman has to roll with it, whether she is selling fish or running twenty commercial premises. I had been in the same position all my working life, and I started when I was only seventeen. First I was Falco’s daughter; now I had to grit my teeth and be the magistrate’s wife. To begin with it had driven me wild, but I had learned that once I established my presence on a case, clients would accept me as the lead professional. ‘It’s your quiet air of competence!’ said members of my family – before they guffawed.


‘My name is Albia, Flavia Albia,’ I announced to the witness.


‘Am I supposed to have heard of you?’


‘No. I like to be discreet.’


My contact was a typical old woman. They are everywhere in Rome. Small, skinny, intensely suspicious, worn to a shred by Life, holding off Death with vicious tenacity. She fought Death as if he was a neighbour she had been feuding with for years, determined to outlive the upstart and pinch his Gallic hens before his family arrived for the funeral.


Thin wisps of grey hair wandered about as she moved, while cat fur and particles of old breakfast clung to her black dress. She could have been any age between forty and eighty. Most likely eighty. She was slightly deaf, wobbly on her feet and a little smelly.


‘Ooh, I’d love to meet an aedile!’ she croaked. I could have put her lunacy down to extreme age, but I guessed she had always been that way. I pretended the great man Faustus wished he was able to give her his time, but unfortunately the Emperor had him tied up from dawn to dusk, planning the Triumph. (I had left him at home, de-fleaing the dog.) ‘I suppose I shall have to manage with you, then,’ she conceded.


‘Anything you tell me, I shall report direct to him,’ I promised. ‘Manlius Faustus is deeply disappointed that he cannot meet you personally. But, trust me, I am fully in his confidence.’


She inspected me with great suspicion, even so. I was twenty-nine, so just about mature enough to satisfy her. The air of competence my relations deride probably means I come across as pushy. My dark hair was pinned up, my gown and embroidered stole were of good material, I had jewellery. My necklace and ear-rings were more tasteful than people wore around there: the old woman lived in one tiny room in a dark apartment block where the fashion was for rings that turn your finger green and, of course, snake bracelets. Still, she had picked up the hint. If she wanted the glory of sounding off to the authorities, there I was to take her story.


It was hardly the first time I had been viewed as unreliable. In fact, I was reliable enough to have formed the same opinion of her. I won’t say she was doo-lally, but this was going to be a long morning.


I produced my usual waxed tablets and stylus, which I carried in a satchel, though I did not bother taking notes of our entire rambly conversation. It was punctuated by crashes, arguments and screaming babies in the tenement outside. We were in one of those multi-storey buildings carved into the Capitol on the riveride, full of tiny lets and narrow corridors, not much better than slave accommodation, despite the apparently refined location. She had allowed me into her room, where she swept mouse-droppings off a stool for me. I sat tidily, keeping one eye out for the mouse, which I guessed would not be shy. I didn’t want it running up my skirt.


I listened patiently. This old bird had caused the problem by constantly harping on what she claimed she saw. The whole point of an inquiry was to prove her wrong or right. I was easy about which way it went. All I wanted was to make a true report on what had happened.


‘Your name is Valeria Dillia, I believe?’


It was. Someone along the way had got that right. Dillia had lived in the same room all her life, even when she was married to a day labourer. He died fifteen years ago. She would never want to move: she knew everyone and everything that went on in the neighbourhood. Yes, I bet she did.


The information I extracted over the next two hours contained nothing new. Nothing useful anyway, though I endured endless details. It was first thing in the morning. She had been shopping at a vegetable stall. She had bought artichokes, out of season but she had managed to bag them because she had got there so early, plus a turnip and a bunch of mixed herbs, rather bruised so money-off. This set it in context. Some investigators might have imagined the turnip lent authenticity. I am not so fanciful.


‘You don’t favour the Forum Holitorium?’ That is the big vegetable market near the river, next to the Theatre of Marcellus.


‘I’m not going to trudge all the way around there for my bits and bobs. Besides, they cheat you.’


Tottering back the short distance from the stalls she did like, old Dillia had carried on around the hill for some reason. She saw something like a shadow fall suddenly from high on the Arx. She was quite sure that a moment beforehand a second figure had been on the Tarpeian Rock too.


‘It was barely light?’


‘Enough to see by.’


‘What made you look up?’


‘I have no idea.’


‘Did you hear anything? A cry?’


‘No. Well, I may have. That man at the vigiles told me I must have done. Hearing the shout drew my attention, he told me.’


‘Just say what you remember. Ignore the man at the vigiles.’


I knew how they worked, inventing evidence and blaming easy suspects. If your house is on fire they will put out the flames and rescue your baby in his cradle, provided you can get them to turn up. If you are burgled, stabbed or run over by a cart with a blind driver, either solve it yourself or hire an informer. My rates are reasonable. Please do not ask me whether Falco is still working and, if so, can you go over my head to him? Not unless you want your eye poked out. If I am too busy, Nervius at the Porticus Aemilius will do a decent job. There is an idiot who talks big by the Diribitorium; whatever you do, avoid him.


‘Do you really think you heard a noise, Dillia?’


‘No. A movement caught my eye. It was like a dream. Almost a premonition. I glimpsed two people, but my gaze followed the poor man who flew down.’


‘That’s natural,’ I assured her sympathetically.


Dillia was far from squeamish: ‘So then it was, hello, what’s that? Splat, ooh, nasty! Next time I looked, there was no one on the top.’


‘You could tell the victim was a man?’


‘I think I could. Well, people said so afterwards.’


‘Let’s not mind what other people said, though of course now we do know he was male. What about the other person?’ The one who mattered if they had pushed him. The one I had to find, if this truly was murder.


‘I don’t know.’


Thank you. What a surprise.


‘But you did feel you glimpsed a tussle going on?’


‘It was my impression. But it was all over in a moment.’


‘Gone in a flash? Yet you had a clear idea the second person gave the first a shove?’


‘I thought so. I saw it, but I wouldn’t like to swear an oath. I don’t want to get anyone into trouble. I don’t want to get into trouble myself.’


‘You are not.’ I smiled my reassuring informer’s smile, which fools nobody. ‘Valeria Dillia, would you mind if I asked you to come with me to the place it happened? I would very much like to know just where you were standing so I can visualise the scene.’


‘Has the aedile asked for me to do that?’


‘Yes, he has!’ I exclaimed warmly.


The aedile might have done. But we had established before we were even married that I work unsupervised. One thing I like about the eminent Faustus is that after he delegates some lousy job to me he backs off. Ever since I met him I had let him know he should have faith in my skills and judgement.


‘I’ll come along there, then,’ agreed Dillia, complaisantly. ‘If it’s for him!’
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Time for culture and heritage.


Whichever list you follow for the Seven Hills of Rome, the Capitoline will always be on it. Other peaks may come and go. The Janiculan and Pincian are usually excluded, though both have their advocates as high-class places to live. That pimple called the Oppian once vied for listed status. I live on the Aventine, which is the outsiders’ hill, yet long ago shouldered its way in there among the main seven. Always the Capitoline reigns supreme, smallest but most prestigious. Standing close to the river and at one end of the Forum, it has two peaks called the Capitol and Arx. There, dominating the city, stand the great Temples of Jupiter and Juno. Jupiter Optimus Maximus, Best and Greatest, is on the Capitol; Juno Moneta, the One Who Warns, stands on the Arx. He the betraying husband, she the nagging wife. He has the kudos but she has the money. So like real life.


Both tops provide fabulous views, but the Arx probably wins the contest. Both Capitol and Arx have steep sides running straight up, cliffs with limited footpaths and in part too rocky ever to have been built on. The Arx is specifically known as the citadel, because it can be defended. That even happened in modern memory, during the civil war after Nero: in the battle to be emperor, Vespasian’s supporters held out on the Capitol against his rival Vitellius; the Vitellians set fire to the whole hill, captured and murdered Vespasian’s brother, nearly caught his son Domitian (if only!), until only the arrival of the Flavian Army saved the day.


The temples then stood in ruins. Restored by Vespasian, who famously shouldered away the first bucket of rubble himself, the still-new buildings were later lost again in a terrible fire that destroyed half of the city during the reign of his elder son Titus. Titus began a magnificent new restoration; when he died it was quickly finished by Domitian. His huge Temple of Jupiter stood on the foundations of the original Etruscan building but had the most lavish superstructure ever. It was entirely built in white Pentellic marble, with its bronze roof tiles gilded so it shone visibly from all parts of Rome.


Although the great temple contains three internal shrines and shows Jupiter with Juno and Minerva on its pedestal, Juno has her own temple as well. For four hundred years all Rome’s silver currency was coined there. Domitian moved the mint. He would.


The crags had once been crowned with trees, though now they were given over to temple enclosures. Thick groves used to run down into the middle dip. While Romulus was founding Rome, he established the saddle of ground between them as a place of asylum for fugitive slaves and criminals, who were invited to live in his new city. This bunch of pioneers stole and raped the Sabine women (what else does anyone expect of riff-raff?). When the Sabines tried to fetch their wives and daughters back, the citadel commander had a daughter of his own, Tarpeia, who approached the besiegers in their camp and offered them entry into Rome in exchange for ‘what they bore on their left arms’ – she meant their gold bracelets. The Sabines threw heavy shields on her instead, and the greedy girl’s corpse was hurled from the Arx.


Despite their principled refusal of Tarpeia’s offer, the Sabines (so it is said) were still unable to break into the Forum because its gates were miraculously protected by jets of boiling water created by Janus, the two-faced gate-guardian. That’s myth for you. No justice.


Rome survived. Its inhabitants forgot they were descended from criminals, becoming the snobs we know today. Tarpeia is cited as a moral lesson by parents of girls who plead for jewellery. Young girls duly curse her.


Tarpeia’s Rock stands on the Forum side, above the state prison called the Tullianum or the Lautumiae, where traitors are incarcerated; alongside are the Gemonian Stairs where those traitors’ bodies will be left to rot. This nice configuration of punishment places is perhaps what Juno is Warning us about. If, at the conclusion of his Triumph, Domitian’s chief captives were sacrificed, they would be strangled in the Tullianum by the jailer, though the word was that Our Master had not managed to bring home anybody who was that important or interesting. Certainly, as I stood in the street with Dillia, the prison appeared to be locked up and deserted.


To my amazement, Dillia now informed me she was the official cleaner. That, she said, was why she came around the hill to here after buying her vegetables.


‘I am glad to have the point cleared up – but good grief! Is it a nasty job?’


‘No, it’s no trouble. One of the cells is a bit deep to get down into, especially at my age, but I manage. I keep them nice. The prisoners seem to respect that. They are always instructed to behave well, but they tend to suffer from nerves – you can imagine. Otherwise, they never stay long enough to make much mess. They just have a day or two until they are done in. After they are turfed out dead, I soon whisk around with a mop again. The jailer only comes in for stranglings. Lovely man, very clean habits. So on special occasions I do up the premises. He gives me a tip out of what he earns. We rub along well – we have done for years.’


‘Fascinating!’


I had heard that if ever a prisoner was a young girl, for instance the teenage daughter of the disgraced Praetorian Sejanus, the jailer had to rape her to avoid the crime of killing a virgin. I decided not to ask Dillia, who might hate to think of her clean-habits man having to carry out anything so sordid.


Then I did ask the question after all. Of course I was as curious as you are.


‘He would. It’s just a job,’ she answered, not batting an eyelid. Learning about people’s different attitudes is an aspect of my work. As she saw me raise a cool eyebrow, Dillia insisted, ‘Sejanus tried to take over the Empire, didn’t he? What kind of behaviour is that? It was right that his children were killed too – I bet that taught him. The jailer at the time must have done it in the line of duty, not because he enjoyed it. Besides, it’s not going to affect the little girl for long, is it, not if she is strangled straight away?’


This is a popular excuse among serial killers too: ‘The women never suffered.’


I felt depressed now, but Dillia perked up. We stood at the bottom of the Gemonian Stairs, which climb up to the corner of the Tabularium, that huge construction at the top of the Forum where archives are kept. The Tabularium was above us on the left-hand side; the Tarpeian Rock soared on the right. I put myself into searching professional mode as I made Valeria Dillia give her statement of what she saw and where.
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We stared up at the Rock. Valeria Dillia gestured to where she had thought she glimpsed two figures, then where she saw the body fall. Given how tragic it must have been, and how much she wanted to dwell on it, her gestures verged on vague. Still, I have had worse witnesses. It is quite common that they insist they possess priceless evidence yet, when challenged, it evaporates.


I tested her eyesight. To Dillia, I blamed the aedile for suggesting this examination, though the idea was mine. I made her look down the street, across to the Temple of Saturn on the far side of the Forum, then tell me about people coming and going. She got about half of them right. She picked out the man in the long tunic who was turning up the Clivus Capitolinus; she counted the panniers on a donkey, though she could not tell whether the woman touting for business near the Curia was as young as she wanted men to think. Mind you, this is a regular problem for prostitutes’ punters, even when they are right up close.


‘The body is no longer here of course,’ I mused, fairly sure Dillia would know what was done with it.


‘No, they took it away.’


‘You stayed to watch what happened?’


‘That’s natural, isn’t it?’


‘Who came?’


‘Men.’


‘Vigiles? Public slaves?’


‘I don’t know. There was a commotion. Some temple officials, it looked like, popped up on the top and had a look down, gabbling and pointing. Then people came scrambling down the steps. A bunch of the ones who are working up there for the Triumph, I suppose. Some of them managed to climb over to the bottom of the rock and they pulled the body out, hauling him by his heels onto the steps. The public had been shooed off by then.’


‘Not you?’


‘Nobody bothers about an old duck like me. The workmen stood around looking at the dead man for so long I nearly went home tired, but then someone must have said something. They picked him up and threw him on a barrow that had been wheeled down here, so away he went.’


I opened my mouth, about to ask where he was being taken.


‘Don’t ask me,’ said Dillia, sharper than she looked. I had interviewed people like her before. Now she would be over-confident, breaking in to answer the wrong question.


‘Did they seem to know who he was?’


‘They seemed like idiots.’


‘That sounds like a fair assessment,’ I said. ‘I wonder if he ever had a funeral.’


‘I heard he did. I would have gone,’ Dillia told me, ‘paid my respects, seen if they had a few bits to eat and any speeches. Only it was never advertised.’


Thanking Dillia for her public-spiritedness in coming forward, I sent her on her way.


Well, I tried. She clung on. ‘Will I have to help the aedile again?’


‘At this stage, I am not sure.’


‘Well, you know where to find me if he wants any more evidence. If I’m not at home, I shall be in the prison with my mop.’


‘Thanks.’


‘Are you going up on top now? Shall I come with you?’


Over-hopeful, ever-helpful – for a bad moment I thought she was glued to me permanently. Luckily, I managed to shake her off.


She had told me nothing new. I was now able to picture the man’s fall, but I could have come here alone and figured that out.


I climbed to the top of the Gemonian Stairs. As I laboured up the crumbly steps that curve around first the prison, then the side of the big Temple of Concord, I reflected that if the Citadel was ever attacked, this would indeed be a hard way to take it. There are other routes up, though all equally steep. A crag is a crag.


At least it is until a Domitian comes along. He had new plans to dig out the ground that links the Arx to the Quirinal, boldly reconfiguring the hillside. To our emperor, Rome was a big sandpit where a boy as important as him was allowed to play all he liked. Juno’s Citadel had stood and looked the same for eight hundred years, but the emperor’s massive building programme never stopped. It showed no deference to sacred topography.


Domitian had built more grandiose public buildings than anyone, with many new works still at the planning stage. He had the funds. His father had filled the Treasury. The Flavians possessed tax-collectors in their ancestry; they knew how to gather in masses of cash, then make it work for them.


No one, I noticed, had bothered to repair the Gemonian Stairs. They are nicknamed the Stairs of Mourning. This may be because you can twist your ankle so easily and bust a sandal strap.


I had been up these cranky steps many times, when taken by my father to see the Sacred Geese of Juno. Falco had a fondness for those birds. If he fancied an omelette for supper, his innocent-looking daughter would be assigned the task of carrying home the eggs in her stole.


With my past-learned caution, I negotiated the cracked steps. At the top I paused, regaining my breath. Then I took a quick, wary look over the edge of the cliff, making sure not to fall down. There is no health-and-safety balustrade. A would-be suicide need not even take a run at it. All he had to do was be brave and jump.


Murder would be possible. Stand near the edge. Distract or overpower your victim, then a sudden big shove … Just ensure they don’t grab your tunic and pull you over with them. Step away quickly. Dodge off before any witness can be certain they saw you.


The Arx was useless for evidence. Below on the cliff there was nothing to see, no snagged clothing, not even a trail of battered bushes to mark the victim’s fall. Above, the ground was rough and rocky. Such a place could not retain footprints or other clues. All I found was goose-droppings and litter. Everything looked quite old.


What now? There seemed to be unusual activity everywhere, both here on the Arx and over on the Capitol. Extra staff were tidying the open spaces, while small groups of soldiers, in boots and red tunics but minus their armour, ambled about with no obvious purpose. Where could I start?


Between the Temple of Juno Moneta and the cliff edge is a flattish open space, the Auguraculum. The college of augurs operates there, regarding the Arx in general as their roofless temple, a major site for the pursuit of Etruscan divination. They don’t practise as haruspices, who know about animal livers and how chickens feed; they are seers, who scan the heavens to interpret stars and the flights of birds. Favourable signs give validity to main events such as the appointment of consuls; claiming the signs are not favourable can be a useful device for politicians to delay proceedings …


‘Oh, never in our city!’ I hear you cry.


From the Arx, augurs who have avoided cataracts can see as far as the Alban Hills, more than twenty miles away. After Domitian built his fortress retreat at Alba Longa, they had a sightline straight there – but they would be aware of the terrible truth: if you can see Our Master, he can see you. And he will be looking. If he is in residence, he is always looking. Nobody needs to poke about inside a dead sheep to prophesy that.


Almost certainly a ceremony would occur up there, immediately before the Triumph. Only a brave haruspex would tell Domitian he could not proceed because a spot on some steaming entrails had forbidden it, but sky-watching augury is a more fluid art. These augurs would fix it. Birds would fly in the right configuration, no doubt of that. No crow would cross Domitian.


I saw that the standard preparations were being made so they could promise good luck for him. A small tent with an open top had been erected, squared to the compass points, within which an observer would position himself to stare at the sky. I could hear male voices coming from inside.


Relatives of mine had served in the legions. They had taught me various handy tricks. When approaching a tent, it is always a good idea to cough: this gives the occupants a chance to stop anything naughty they may be doing.
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‘Ahem! Coming in!’ I cried cheerily, before opening the tent flap. ‘Is there room for a little one?’


Two men were inside. One was an augur: his long special robe was folded up on the ground with his crooked stick on top of the pile. The other had to be his cheeky assistant. They were eating bread rolls. I suspected they had been discussing the races. It took me two beats to decide this was a right pair of confederates.


‘I hope I am not disrupting anything religious – oh, no, it’s your lunchbreak.’


Being an augur is a sought-after post for senators. This incumbent had to be a patrician, despite looking as if he came from the rough end of the scale.


Tall but gaunt, in a long black tunic and wearing sandals I wouldn’t give a dog to chew, he carried himself with world-weary hunched shoulders, even when sitting on his cross-legged augury stool. He had a certain look about him. I wouldn’t have left him in a room with my sister. Mind you, my brother would sort him: Postumus tends to fix people as if he is wondering which tool from his toy farm he will use to disembowel them. Don’t worry: we have explained that he must ask us first. He is an obedient boy. So long as we like people, they are safe.


The assistant also gave off untrustworthy signals. If he were a mansio stable-lad, your horse would bite him – then you’d quickly learn he knew how to demand compensation. Done it before. Better cough up: he’s had more practice than you.


He was using a stool, which he must have pinched from another augur. I presumed he helped to erect the observation hide, because he had a mallet under his seat, along with secretarial items that suggested he took notes of observations. He was around the same age as the first man, maybe fifty. Even so, this laddish chancer had persuaded his barber to shave his head up from his neck to above his sticking-out ears, leaving matted hair on top. It goes without saying that the remaining follicles were as oily as fish on a barbecue. If one of his lovers ran fingers through that thatch, the run-off would do to stop squeaks in cupboard hinges.
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