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To the CALS department of the University of Dundee, not forgetting the Gorilla Upstairs; and to Kathryn and Gary Colner, with thanks for the use of their Tuscan cottage




Praise for David Wishart:


‘As ever, Wishart takes true historical events and blends them into a concoction so pacy that you hardly notice all the interesting details of Roman life being slipped in there … Salve! To this latest from the top toga-wearing ’tec of Roman times!’ Highland News Group


‘[I]t is evident that Wishart is a fine scholar and perfectly at home in the period.’ Sunday Times


‘Tales of treachery, betrayal and murder always make good reading, but Carnoustie author David Wishart’s novels have an extra dimension – they are set in ancient Rome … David takes real people and weaves his novels around them … For while the dramatis personae have Roman names and live in Roman times, they speak in modern English which is both familiar and natural.’ Dundee Courier & Advertiser


‘Witty, engrossing and ribald … it misses nothing in its evocation of a bygone time and place’ Independent on Sunday


‘Once again Wishart gives us an Ancient Rome that would have disgusted Romulus and Remus, but also one that throbs with vibrant if voracious life.’ Northern Echo




DRAMATIS PERSONAE


CORVINUS’S HOUSEHOLD AND FAMILY


Alexis: particularly sharp slave-of-all-work


Bathyllus: the bald, hernia-suffering major-domo


Corydon: a mule


Hilarion, Publius Salvius: a Hippocratic doctor


Lysias: the family coachman


Marilla, Valeria (‘the Princess’): Corvinus’s and Perilla’s adopted daughter


Meton: the anarchic chef


Perilla, Rufia: Corvinus’s wife


Phormio: Priscus and Vipsania’s avant-garde chef


Priscus, Titus Helvius: the tombs nut; Corvinus’s stepfather


Vipsania: Corvinus’s mother


VETULISCUM


Arruns, Larcius: Nepos’s litigious neighbour


Baro: Vipena’s foreman


Clusinus, Titus: Vetuliscum’s most unpopular resident; Vesia’s husband


Holconius, Publius: Sicinia’s cousin; a wine-shipper, resident in Pompeii


Mamilius, Quintus: a nonagenarian legionary veteran. His son is Decimus


Navius, Attus: the murdered man. His father and grandfather are Gaius and Velthur Navius respectively


Nepos, Aulus Licinius: Priscus and Vipsania’s host


Papatius, Larth: innkeeper and vinegrower; Thupeltha’s husband


Publius: Arruns’s nephew


Ramutha and Tanaquil: Vipena’s unmarried sisters


Sicinia Rufina: Attus Navius’s mother


Thupeltha: the owner of the wineshop; Papatius’s wife


Vesia: Titus Clusinus’s wife. Her children are Trebbia and Sextus


Vipena, Gnaeus: augur and vinegrower


CAERE, PYRGI AND ROME


Arria Metella: Aulus Bubo’s wife


Aternius, Gaius: Caeretan lawyer; Cominius’s nephew


Bubo, Aulus Herminius: a second-hand goods dealer in Caere


Bubo, Publius Herminius (‘The Owl’): his brother; owner of a business in Rome


Caelius Crispus: a seedy Roman acquaintance of Corvinus’s, now attached to the praetor’s office in Rome


Cominius, Quintus: the Caeretan mayor (‘the Cominii’ refers to Cominius and his nephew Aternius)


Lippillus, Decimus Flavonius: a Watch Commander friend of Corvinus’s


Perennius, Titus: a former business acquaintance of Aternius’s


Pullia: Aulus Bubo’s girlfriend


Tolumnius, Titus: owner of a potter’s yard. His brother is Gaius, a ship’s captain


Veluscius, Marcus: a former accountant
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The big black bugger at the head of the line was smart, which was probably why he’d landed the job in the first place. He didn’t give up, either, even with a breadcrumb three times his size and twice the size of the hole he was trying to put it down. As I watched he pulled it clear and chewed at it one more time. Then, lifting it off the ground, he set his back legs against a loose stone chipping, twisted his body and shoved.


The breadcrumb shot through, smooth as cream, to be grabbed by his pals down below and hustled off to wherever the hell they were stashing the stuff. You could almost hear the cheers.


I tore up a bit more of the loaf and watched the little guys behind him pounce on the falling crumbs. Scale’s an amazing thing. To an ant, one lunchtime roll’s as much bread as you could make from the contents of an Ostian grain barge. Squirrelled away at the rate these bastards had been going it’d last them to the Winter Festival, easy.


‘Hey, Perilla,’ I said.


The lady looked up from her book. The early afternoon sun, shining through a gap in the trellised vine, caught on her hair. She’d had Phryne fix it up in a simpler style than she usually wore it back home in Athens: when you’re on holiday out in the sticks with no one to dress up for sartorial elegance tends to go by the board. Comatic elegance. Whatever. If you could call this a holiday. Personally I thought we’d been suckered into two months’ worth of thumb-twiddling, but then that’s Mother for you.


‘Yes, Marcus?’ Tetchy; tetchy as hell: she must’ve hit one of the juicy bits.


‘You think ants throw parties?’ I could hear her teeth grate. Well, maybe it did need a context to make it halfway sensible. ‘I mean, breadcrumbs only keep underground for so long. It’d save a lot of waste, especially if the different nests worked out a rota.’


‘Marcus, why don’t you go out for a walk if you’re bored?’


‘Who said I was bored?’


‘It’s a logical assumption. People who live full and active lives don’t spend their afternoons throwing bread to the ants.’


‘Is that so, now?’ I brushed a few more days’ supply of formic corn dole from my tunic and reached for the wine jug.


‘That is so.’ She set the book down altogether. ‘Nor do they spend them getting stewed on the terrace.’


Uh-oh. ‘Don’t knock it, lady. It has its points.’ I poured. Yeah, well, the quality of the wine was one plus at least to set against Mother’s dragging us all the way from Greece: Caeretan might not have the name of its big brothers to the south, but drunk on its home ground it was still pretty good stuff. ‘And personally, I can think of worse things to do.’


‘Indeed?’ She picked up the book again and unrolled it. I sneaked a look at the title. Scratch the juicy bits; it was Aulus Caecina’s Etruscan History, solid stuff, and par for the course. Perilla’s your original conscientious tourist: if it moves she’ll read it into submission. Jupiter knew where she’d got Caecina from, mind, because Gnaeus Lentulus whose villa we were currently borrowing was no highbrow; when we’d been at school together the kids had nicknamed him Flatworm, and the name still fitted. A library the guy had – no self-respecting country villa is completely bookless – but Perilla had taken one look at it and quietly closed the cabinet. I had a glance myself, later, and I wasn’t surprised: most of the books were the sort of illustrated instruction manuals that eat through their rollers and leave scorch marks on the shelves.


I took an appreciative mouthful of the wine. I hadn’t been kidding: there were far worse ways to spend an afternoon when you’re stuck out in the country than sitting in the shade of a trellised vine feeding the ants and making a hole in Flatworm’s twenty-year-old Caeretan. I could’ve been out tomb-bashing with Priscus, for a start …


‘If I’d known you’d be at a loose end this early in the holiday we could have gone into Caere with your stepfather to look at the tombs,’ Perilla said. ‘It’s what we’re here for, after all.’


I winced and set the cup down. It wouldn’t do a blind bit of good, I knew, but it had to be done. For the umpteenth time. A lovely lady, Perilla, a peerless wife and clever as they come, but sometimes her grasp of the eternal verities would disgrace a clam. These born educators are all the same: they just cannot believe however often you tell them that a diet of temples, statues and the like brings normal people out in hives.


‘Lady, would you watch my lips for a moment, please?’ I said. Caecina dipped; not seriously, but it’d have to do. ‘Short of slugging me with a particularly hefty club and tying me behind a brace of bullocks there is absolutely no way that you are going to get me within spitting distance of any tombs. Mother may’ve used Priscus’s annual tomb-bash as a come-on with you but she sure as hell didn’t try it with me because she’s a smart enough cookie to know her limitations. Now is that clear or should I draw you a picture?’


Perilla sniffed and turned back to her book. At which point the mule joined us.


He came strolling up the terrace steps like he owned the place, chewing on what looked like half the ornamental shrub that Lentulus had planted in an old wine jar by the gate. When he saw us he stopped, grinned and carefully lifted his tail …


‘Corydon! No!’


I caught one glimpse of our adopted daughter Marilla’s horrified face as she rounded the trellis corner, just as the bugger deposited his load on the gleaming flagstones.


‘I’m sorry.’ Marilla had grabbed the brute’s bridle and was hanging on with all the proprietorial tenacity of the fourteen-year-old animal lover. ‘He got away from me as we were coming up the drive.’


‘Uh … yeah.’ Jupiter! Our major-domo Bathyllus would have a fit! In the two days we’d been here even the sparrows had learned that crapping on the little guy’s preserve was a short cut to suicide. ‘Where did you pick that thing up from, Princess? If it’s not a stupid question?’


‘He was wandering about at the foot of our road.’ Marilla was stroking the mule’s nose while the brute went on grinning like a drain. Accident, nothing: from the satisfied look in the moth-eaten bastard’s eye I’d bet he’d been holding himself in for days, just waiting his chance. ‘I think he must’ve slipped his tether.’


I glanced at Perilla. The lady was stiff as hell, but the tips of her ears were pink. A good sign. Maybe the mule would live after all. Certainly having the Princess on his side didn’t do any harm.


‘“Corydon”?’ I said.


Marilla blushed. ‘Well, I had to call him something.’


‘Marilla, you are not keeping him.’ Perilla rolled Aulus Caecina up with a snap and laid him on the table beside her. ‘Not even temporarily. He was probably on his way home. Take him straight to Alexis. He can find the owner for you.’


Yeah. I’d go for that. Alexis was the smartest of our skivvies, and unlike Bathyllus he didn’t regard animals as some sort of divine scourge sent to mess up his nice clean universe. The Princess was right about the tether, too. Although it was the proper length the end looked ragged. Either it had slipped or – more likely – the evil bastard had pulled the knot out specially just so he could come up and shit all over our terrace.


Marilla was looking at me with those big brown eyes of hers. I sighed. Well, it had to be done. And mules, even this fugitive from a glue factory, were expensive animals.


‘Perilla’s right, Princess,’ I said. ‘Take him round to Alexis.’


‘But—’


‘Go ahead. And the next time you find a stray elephant drinking from the birdbath I swear I’ll let you keep it.’


She turned and went moping off round the edge of the villa towards the kitchen garden where Alexis would be potting up sprouts or whatever the hell keen gardeners like him did in their spare time. The mule followed her, stopping to tear down a large chunk of trellising on the way. Probably storing up fresh ammunition.


I let her get out of earshot before I turned back to Perilla.


‘Okay, lady,’ I said. ‘You can let your hair down now.’


Perilla smiled. ‘Was it that obvious?’


‘Only to me.’


‘It really wasn’t funny.’ She glanced at the pile of dung steaming away next to the pristine whitewashed wall and started to giggle. ‘Bathyllus will be furious.’


‘We can tell him Mother’s tame doctor recommended it as a cure for baldness.’


The giggle changed to a laugh, and I got up and kissed her; which was exactly when Bathyllus himself softshoed out looking serious as hell.


‘Excuse me for interrupting, sir,’ he said. Odd. He hadn’t even glanced at Corydon’s offering, and that was odd, too, if you like: selective astigmatism may be one of the little guy’s cultivated virtues, but selectively purblind he isn’t, and he’d practically stepped in the stuff. We hadn’t got the disapproving stare we’re usually treated to when he catches us breaching his personal code of ethics, either.


Weird. Definitely weird.


‘Oh, hi, Bathyllus.’ I straightened while Perilla adjusted her mantle and put on her stiff Roman matron pose. ‘Just the man. We, ah, seem to have had a bit of an accident here.’ I didn’t look at Perilla, but I heard the lady grunt. ‘You want to bring a brush and dustpan, maybe?’


He fizzed for a while like Bathyllus never does. ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘Certainly. In a moment.’


Still the perfect butler. Jupiter! There was something badly wrong here. I’d expected the biggest blow-out since Etna last erupted and I hadn’t got even a sniff. So far as Bathyllus could ever look six yards out of the game the little guy was doing just that. I stopped grinning. Whatever this was, it was no joke.


‘Hey, sunshine,’ I said. ‘You okay?’


‘Yes, sir.’ He cleared his throat. ‘We’ve had a message from Licinius Nepos. Your stepfather has just committed a murder.’


I stared at him, my lower jaw scraping the terrace.


‘He has what?’


‘Killed someone, sir.’ Bathyllus hesitated. ‘One of the locals. With a knife, as I understand.’


Shit.
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Nepos’s villa wasn’t far, no more than a couple of miles down the road in the opposite direction from Caere, at the end of a string of smaller properties with the collective name of Vetuliscum. Nepos was an old friend of my father’s; Mother and Priscus stayed with him whenever the annual tomb-bash took them to Caere, and we’d’ve been doing the same if I hadn’t remembered about Flatworm’s place. In herself Mother’s okay, just, but she had her mad chef Phormio with her, and sure as eggs are eggs we’d’ve been poisoned inside a week. The fact that this time she’d added a parasitic Hippocratic doctor to her entourage didn’t help much, either. If Phormio hadn’t got us that bastard would’ve for sure; mad chefs are bad enough, but Hippocratics get you both ends of the digestive process and expect you to thank them while you’re throwing up and dumping down. If you can speak at all, that is.


I’d done the walk for fun the day before, but this time I was in a hurry and I took a horse. My brain was buzzing all the way. This thing didn’t make sense, because Priscus wouldn’t hurt a fly. Priscus couldn’t hurt a fly: the old bugger would’ve taken three days to find the fly-swatter, by which time he’d’ve forgotten what he wanted it for and wandered off instead down one of his esoteric byways chasing rogue Oscan datives. Mother, sure; I’d’ve believed Mother, easy, only if she ever decided to murder someone she wouldn’t get caught; but Priscus? No way. It had to be a mistake.


Nepos was waiting for me at the door. The old guy looked worried as hell, which was a bad sign; even from the little I’d seen of him I had a lot of time for Nepos. He was no fool, for a start. Unlike Flatworm who only used his country villa for alfresco screwing purposes and wouldn’t recognise an endive outside a salad if it jumped up and bit him he was a real countryman who knew his ground and what to do with it. How to make it pay, too, and that was what counted. Ask any farmer.


‘Come on up, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘Titus is still a bit shocked and not quite himself, I’m afraid. And of course that damned Greek fellow would choose this morning to go into Caere.’


Yeah, well; that was one good thing, anyway. A doctor might’ve finished the poor sap off altogether, and personally I could do without Hilarion’s company. It just showed you how stupid names can be. Cheerful was something the guy most definitely wasn’t.


We went upstairs: like with a lot of the big working villas the living accommodation was two floors up, where things were quieter and less messy. Priscus was lying on a couch in the main sitting-room with Mother beside him on a chair. I’d expected under the circumstances she’d be frayed at the edges, but she looked much as she always did: half her age, impeccably made up and poised as hell. If the Germans ever poured across the Rhine and fought their way looting and pillaging to Rome they’d find Mother sitting in the atrium waiting to serve them honeyed wine and upside-down cake. She’d insist the buggers wiped their boots on the mat before they came in, too.


She raised her cheek for me to kiss.


‘Marcus, how lovely,’ she said. ‘It’s good of you to come so promptly. Isn’t it, Titus?’


‘Mmmaaa!’ Even under normal conditions Priscus was like something you’d find under the lid of a mummy case. Now the guy looked like he wouldn’t even make the first five dynasties. He was wiry, mind. Whoever had put Priscus together might only have used string and glue, but all the bits were there and fully functional. Except whatever organ handles common sense, of course, but then you can’t have everything. ‘Hello, Marcus, my boy! Bit of a bugger, this, isn’t it?’


‘Titus!’ Mother looked shocked, as well she might: personally I’d have bet a gold piece to a poke in the eye that the unworldly old prune didn’t even know the word, let alone use it. Not quite himself was right.


I sat down on one of the other couches.


‘So, Stepfather,’ I said. ‘Who did you kill?’


‘He didn’t kill anyone!’ Mother snapped. ‘Don’t be silly!’


I sighed. ‘Okay. So who didn’t you kill?’


‘A young fellow by the name of Attus Navius.’ That was Nepos, and he sounded tired. ‘He owns – owned – the land on either side of the Caere road two along from me, between Mamilius’s place and Papatius’s wineshop.’


‘Uh-huh.’ I knew where he was, at least with the wineshop: that I’d already found (surprise!). And Mamilius’s would be the farmhouse that fronted on to the road just before the bridge that marked the edge of Nepos’s property. ‘That where it happened?’


‘No.’ Nepos had obviously decided to give me the details himself. Very wise, with Priscus as the only other option. ‘You know Clusinus’s track?’ I shook my head. ‘You’ll’ve passed it on your way here. The first on the right as you come into Vetuliscum.’


I remembered the track now. It branched off just past the point where the line of rough country bordering the road to the north opened out into Vetuliscum proper. ‘Leads up into the hills?’


Nepos grunted. ‘That’s the lad. Navius was up there in a gully a few hundred yards beyond the farm proper, stabbed through the heart. Titus was caught, ah’ – he cleared his throat – ‘standing over him with the knife still in his hand.’


Jupiter with little bells on! I looked at Priscus in total disbelief. The guy gave an ovine bleat and tried a louche grin that didn’t work.


‘I’d just … mmmaaa! … found him, Marcus, you see,’ he explained. ‘The whole thing was an accident. The purest chance.’


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘That I’d sort of assumed. And the knife?’


‘I pulled it out of the body.’


Oh, joy in the morning! I wasn’t hearing this, surely: no one could be that stupid, not even Priscus!


‘You did what?’ I said.


‘Pulled it out, Marcus. I thought perhaps …’


Holy gods alive! ‘You stupid old bugger!’


‘Marcus!’ That was Mother.


‘At which point,’ Nepos went on in his toneless voice, ‘Clusinus comes waltzing down the hill, jumps to the obvious conclusion and makes a citizen’s arrest.’ His eyes closed as if in pain. ‘Finish, end of story.’


I really didn’t believe this. Or – scratch that – I wouldn’t’ve believed it if the fall guy had been anyone else but Priscus. Even so it took a lot of swallowing.


‘What the hell were you doing up there in the first place, Stepfather?’ I said. ‘I thought you were going tomb-bashing in Caere this morning.’


‘He was.’ Nepos’s eyes were still closed.


‘Then why …?’


‘Don’t ask, Corvinus.’ Nepos again. ‘Just … don’t … bloody … ask!’


Priscus had the grace to look embarrassed. ‘I, ah, seem to have taken the wrong turning,’ he said.


I stared at him. ‘Priscus, that is a sodding cart-track, right? It leads nowhere, and it does it in totally the wrong direction. Last but not least, you must’ve been back and forwards to Caere by the road a hundred times. So don’t tell me—’


‘I was thinking,’ Priscus said with great dignity, ‘of other things.’


Jupiter save us! ‘It’s a pity you weren’t thinking of other things when you pulled the fucking knife out and waved it over the fucking corpse!’


Nepos made a choking sound, and Mother gave him her best glare. Then she turned back to me.


‘Marcus, dear,’ she said coolly. ‘I appreciate you’re upset over this, as we all are, but that is no excuse for bad language. Titus is simply an unfortunate victim of circumstances.’


I sighed: that wasn’t exactly the phrase I’d’ve used. Complete bloody prat came closer, but calling a spade a spade wouldn’t help things any. The thing was done, and there was an end to it.


‘Okay,’ I said. ‘So what happens now?’


Nepos had opened his eyes again; I expected he might have agreed with me on terminology, but arguing with Mother is like mud-wrestling eels. ‘Titus has been released into my custody, naturally,’ he said, ‘but a report has gone to Quintus Cominius, the Caeretan mayor. No doubt Navius’s mother Sicinia Rufina will be pressing charges shortly.’


‘The guy wasn’t married?’


‘He was only in his early twenties. He came into the property when his father died last year.’


I sat back. Jupiter, this was a real bummer! Sure, being a Roman knight there was no way that Priscus would be hauled off to the local slammer, but even so it looked pretty bleak for the poor sap. If he were convicted – and being caught red-handed made that likely – a hefty fine was the best he could expect, with exile a fair possibility. Something had to be done, and fast.


‘This Navius,’ I said. ‘Did he have any enemies?’


‘No.’ Nepos hesitated. ‘None that I’m aware of.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘Just what it says. He was a nice enough lad, a bit of a spoiled pup the way they all are at that age. He’d a taste for wine and an eye for the girls, but there was no real harm in him.’ Yeah. That sounded familiar. I was glad Perilla wasn’t here to see my blushes. ‘And he’d the makings of a farmer, even if he did raise a few temperatures in the neighbourhood.’


‘Yeah?’ I pricked up my ears. ‘What kind of temperatures?’


Nepos chuckled. ‘Farmers – and I’d include myself, for my sins – have pretty fixed views on things, Corvinus. We don’t like them questioned, certainly not by youngsters. I’m talking farming methods, you understand. Young Attus Navius had some ideas that weren’t too popular locally, and being the lad he was he didn’t mind spouting them in public. Oh, he got up quite a few noses. But not far enough to get himself killed, nowhere near it.’


‘Uh-huh.’ Yeah, well. That sounded familiar too. Farmers are like everyone else; they don’t like smartass kids still wet behind the ears telling them where they’ve been going wrong for the past fifty years, and the kids – being kids – will naturally slug on regardless. Still, I shelved that little nugget for future reference. ‘So how about this Clusinus?’


‘Ah.’ Nepos had pulled up a chair himself by now. He leaned back frowning. ‘I thought you might be interested in him.’


‘You bet I’m interested. The corpse was on his land and he turned up from nowhere just at the perfect time. And if Meataxe here didn’t kill the guy he makes as good a starting point as any.’


‘Mmmaaa!’ Priscus waved a protesting claw. ‘My boy, I really wish you wouldn’t be so facetious.’


‘I think we should let Marcus handle this, dear.’ That was Mother, of course. She was looking brighter, and I had the distinct impression she was beginning to enjoy herself. ‘Tiresome or not, he does know what he’s doing in situations like these. It comes from having a warped brain.’


Ouch.


Nepos had steepled his fingers. He was still frowning. ‘Clusinus is a bit of a queer fish,’ he said. ‘He’s no farmer, to begin with, or not a proper one as people round here would understand the term. Oh, his land isn’t all that good, of course – a lot of it’s no better than broken country and scrub – but he could do a lot more with it than he does. A hell of a lot more, in fact. Which doesn’t exactly endear him locally. To make matters worse he keeps goats, and you know what arable farmers and vinegrowers think of them.’ Yeah, I did, even a city boy like me: goats’ll eat anything they can get their teeth into. They’re no respecters of boundary lines, either. If Clusinus wasn’t overcareful about little details like hurdles – and I had the impression, somehow, that he wouldn’t be – then his caprine pals could make him very unpopular indeed. ‘Not to put too fine a point on it, the fellow’s a complete wastrel. He spends more time hunting than looking after his farm. Which was what he had been doing, in fact, when he came upon Titus and the body.’


‘Uh-huh. You happen to know if he’d caught anything?’


Nepos gave me a sharp look: like I say, the guy was no fool. ‘Now that is a thought,’ he said slowly. ‘No, I don’t. But he was certainly empty-handed when he brought Titus in.’


I turned to the Mad Axeman himself. ‘Priscus?’


‘Mmmaaa?’


‘Was Clusinus carrying anything in the way of game, did you notice?’ Not a flicker. Jupiter! The guy might be able to tell a labial fricative from a plosive but I’d met with smarter frying pans. I tried again. ‘A hare or two, maybe? Dragging a boar behind him with a spear in its gullet, perhaps?’


‘Come on, Titus, dear,’ Mother prompted. ‘You can remember.’


Priscus’s brow furrowed, then cleared. ‘Mmmaaa. Yes, Marcus, he was indeed. A brace of bustard; tetrax, if I recall correctly, not the heavier tarda variety, although I do believe one can find otis tarda occasionally in—’


‘Yeah. Yeah, fine.’ Bugger; there went that idea. Well, at least he’d noticed; I wouldn’t even have laid bets on the boar. ‘One more thing, Nepos. What about the murder weapon?’


‘I have it here.’ Nepos got up and went over to a storage chest in the corner of the room. He came back with a bone-hilted knife with a blade six or seven inches long. ‘Clusinus wanted to keep it, but I told the fellow I’d give it to Cominius myself.’


It wasn’t anything special, the sort of thing you could pick up anywhere for a few copper coins. Nothing any self-respecting Roman knight would look at twice. I hoped Cominius would spot that, too.


‘You mind if I hang on to it for a while?’ I said.


‘Not as long as you’re careful with it.’


‘Priscus?’


‘Mmmaaa. Carry on, my boy.’


‘Right.’ I stood up and tucked it into the belt of my tunic. ‘If you’ll excuse me I’ll go and have a look at the scene of the crime.’


‘You’re not eating with us, Marcus?’ Mother said. ‘I’m sure Nepos would send the coach for Perilla and your daughter. And Phormio’s promised us some marrowbone and emmer broth. So strengthening.’


But I was already on my way out.
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I rode down Nepos’s carriage drive and turned left on to the main drag. This time I paid more attention to the scenery, especially to the bit between Mamilius’s farmhouse and the wineshop. For all Nepos had talked about Navius’s fancy new ideas I couldn’t see much difference between his property and the rest except that it was mostly planted out with vines. Then again, maybe I was missing something.


Papatius’s wineshop looked tempting but I earmarked it for later. That was a pleasure to be savoured: I’d already checked out the wine and it was as good as Flatworm’s best, easy. Mrs Papatius wasn’t bad either. The lady wasn’t in evidence but there was an old guy gnarled as an olive stump sitting on one of the benches under the trellis. I gave him a wave and he lifted his cup in salute. Well, at least the natives were friendly, and that was a good sign: friendly natives tend to have loose mouths. If my luck held he’d still be there when I got back.


There was one other house between Papatius’s and Clusinus’s farm, on the other side of the road. Its terrace had been empty when I’d passed before, but now there were a pair of middle-aged spinster types in residence. I gave them another cheery wave and got a brace of glares in return that all but froze my balls to the saddle. Yeah, well: some of the natives were friendly. These two beauties looked like their faces would crack if they so much as simpered. They were wearing headscarves so I couldn’t see their hair, but I wouldn’t lay any bets that it wasn’t the kind that had fangs and hissed.


I turned left up Clusinus’s track. Looking around, I could see what Nepos had meant: the guy was no farmer, that was sure. The fields on either side were an anonymous sea of burned stubble from the wheat harvest, but there were vines on the slopes beyond to the right before the broken country began that even to my city boy’s eye looked scraggy, like they’d been left to do whatever they liked. About three hundred yards up, the track split. A side branch led to what had to be the farmhouse; the other carried straight on towards the high ground to the north. I’d just turned the horse up this second branch when a girl wrapped in a cloak and carrying a basket came down the first.


We both looked round together. I had a glimpse of dark hair framing a heart-shaped face and black, anxious eyes; then she was hurrying back the way I’d come, towards the main road. I watched her go until she was out of sight. Even with the cloak wrapped round her she was a stunner.


Uh-huh. An eye for the girls, Nepos had said. Maybe I’d just seen why young Navius was so far off his own patch. I clicked my tongue and sent the horse on up the track and past a grove of holm-oaks. Where the ground started to rise there was a ragged orchard of apple and pear trees. Goats were wandering under the shade of the unpruned branches, grazing on the stubble of what had obviously been another wheat crop. The trees themselves had hurdles round them, but from the condition of the fruit Clusinus would’ve done better to let the evil-smelling horned bastards have their wicked way and then sold them on as kebabs.


Nepos’s gully was screened by a cleft of hill-slope from the track proper which carried on up to the higher ground, and barring a few scuff marks and a spot or two of dried blood there wasn’t much to see. It crossed my mind that I hadn’t asked Nepos what they’d done with the body. I’d’ve liked to have seen it for myself – a stab through the heart’s a stab through the heart, sure, but there might’ve been other things to notice – but presumably it’d either been taken home or directly to the undertaker’s in Caere. I kicked around for a while in the hopes of picking up a clue, but the place was clean. No scraps of cloth ripped from the murderer’s tunic, no mysterious messages scrawled in the dust by the dying man’s finger. No nothing, in fact, which was about all I could’ve reasonably expected. What you saw was what you got.


Well, there wasn’t any point in sticking around here, and at least I’d got the girl. If I hurried, I might pick her up again on the way back. And if not there was the wineshop.


The old man was still there. ‘Old’ didn’t do him justice; he would’ve given Tithonus a run for his wrinkles, maybe even Saturn as well. The guy could shift it, too. As I tied the horse up where the bastard couldn’t reach the grapes hanging from the trellis and made my way over he poured the last of his jug into his cup and swallowed it down like it was barley water.


‘Hey, Grampa,’ I said. ‘You manage another one of those?’


I’d been kidding, or half kidding, but he grinned at me, turned round and shouted, ‘Thupeltha!’


Mrs Papatius came out. So that was her name. She was certainly something, big as a man, easy, a Praxiteles Juno squared with the biceps of an Amazon. Women like that, you don’t leer, you marvel.


I’d sat down next to the old bugger on the door side of the bench. Turning, and finding myself face to face, as it were, with a pair of breasts that were practically army ordnance grade, I swallowed hard.


‘Uh … you want to bring us another jug, sister?’ I said.


She picked up the empty and disappeared with it inside. A minute or so later, she reappeared with a full one, planked it down on the table and went back in again. All without so much as a smile. I got the distinct impression that our Thupeltha was a lady of few words, which wasn’t surprising because the way she moved more than made up for them. Who needs ordinary conversational skills when you’re put together like an Archimedean City-taker?


Ah, well, fantasy over and back to the job in hand. I turned to Tithonus and poured for both of us.


‘Marcus Corvinus,’ I said.


‘Quintus Mamilius.’ The guy was still grinning. I’d expected him to be toothless but he had practically the whole set. They were in good shape, too. ‘Quite a looker, Thupeltha, isn’t she?’


‘Yeah.’ I let the first swallow of Caeretan slip past my tonsils. Beautiful! ‘She makes nice wine, too.’


‘That’s Papatius. Best vintner in the district. With his brains and her …’ Mamilius stopped. ‘Aye. Well, Corvinus, like you say it’s good wine.’


‘You’re ex-army.’ It wasn’t a question: you get to spot these guys, and Mamilius had legion written all over him. Not just because of the amount of booze he could shift, either, although that helped. It’s a funny thing, but I’ve never met an army man who couldn’t drink two jugs to my one.


He nodded. ‘Senior centurion with the Grabbers. I fought with the emperor and his brother against the Raeti.’


I whistled, impressed. ‘Is that so, now?’ Jupiter, old was right! I wasn’t sure of the exact date, but the Wart’s campaign against the Raeti must’ve been a good forty-five years back. And if this guy had been a senior centurion at the time then he’d be pushing ninety. ‘You farm the place up the road?’


‘Aye. Have done since my discharge.’


‘You, uh’ – I paused. I didn’t want to be personal, but hell! I was genuinely interested – ‘you farm it alone?’


Mamilius shrugged and topped up the cups. I wondered if I could keep up the pace. ‘I’ve a son and a couple of lads. They do most of the heavy work these days.’


‘“Lads”?’


‘Slaves. I bought them about thirty, thirty-five years back.’


‘Uh-huh.’ I sipped my wine. Well, it was all relative, I supposed. ‘You know Attus Navius?’


Mamilius sank a straight quarter-pint before answering. It may’ve been my imagination, but I felt he’d taken a sort of mental step backwards.


‘Aye,’ he said shortly.


‘You care to tell me about him, maybe?’


He reached for the wine jug and topped up both our cups again; his needed it, mine didn’t. I noticed his hand was rock-steady. Built like a rock, too.


‘You’re the knight’s stepson, right?’ he said. ‘Helvius Priscus’s. The man Clusinus caught with the body.’


There wasn’t any point in denying it. Vetuliscum was a small place, and even if we had only been here for a couple of days I’d’ve bet the locals knew already what we put on our porridge in the morning.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘That’s right.’


He grunted. ‘And naturally you’re out to prove he didn’t do it. True?’


‘You ever meet Priscus, Mamilius?’


The guy obviously hadn’t expected a question. He paused with the cup halfway to his mouth. ‘No. Can’t say I have.’


‘Take my word for it, then. The cack-handed old bugger couldn’t stab anyone if he tried between now and Winter Festival.’


Mamilius’s eyes opened wide. Then, slowly, he began to laugh. It was like hearing a superannuated wolf choke on a duck.


‘Aye,’ he said finally. ‘Well, maybe that’s as good a defence as any. You’re right, killing a man takes practice. Even so you’ll have an uphill struggle proving it.’


‘You think so?’


‘I know so.’ He took a swallow of wine then set the cup down. ‘Put it like this, Corvinus. Whoever killed Navius wasn’t just passing through. Your stepfather doesn’t belong here. If he did it, then fine, but if he didn’t then it was one of the locals. If you’d lived here all your life which solution would you prefer? Even if it was the wrong one?’


I frowned. Shit, that was something I hadn’t thought of, but the guy was right, straight down the line. Forget objectivity and the pure desire for justice; as far as the Vetuliscans were concerned if they could stick Priscus with the rap, guilty or not, then everyone’d be happy. Everyone but Priscus, sure, but then he didn’t matter because like Mamilius said he was an outsider, and a Roman aristo at that. Corvinus with his questions was going to be as popular locally as a flea in a barbershop.


Mamilius was watching me.


‘Me,’ he said, ‘I was born in Tusculum.’


‘Is that so?’ I sat back.


‘That’s so. Like I said, I got the farm as my discharge settlement forty-three years back when most of these bastards weren’t even a gleam in their fathers’ eyes, and I’m still a stranger. You believe that, Corvinus?’


Yeah, I’d believe it. Farming communities’re no different from the Roman aristocracy: you’re either family or you ain’t, and if you ain’t then all your money and all your goodwill and community spirit won’t buy you in, ever. There was an edge of bitterness about Mamilius that I could understand.


‘So.’ He topped the wine cups up again. The level in the jug had slipped by half in ten minutes, and he’d had most of it. Jupiter, if I could sink the stuff like that when I hit ninety then I’d call myself a drinker. ‘What do you want to know about Navius?’


‘Who killed the guy.’


He chuckled. ‘Aye. No doubt. Well, that’s one thing I can’t tell you. Try me with something easier.’


‘Okay.’ I thought of the woman with the basket. ‘Clusinus. He got a daughter, maybe?’


An expression I couldn’t quite place rearranged the wrinkles on Mamilius’s face, so fast it was gone almost before I realised it was there. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘He’s got two children. A girl and a boy. The girl’s just turned six.’


Uh-huh. Bright-Eyes hadn’t been any six-year-old, that was for sure. ‘His wife, then,’ I said. ‘She small, slim, dark hair, dark eyes?’


He nodded. ‘That’s Vesia.’


Shit; this could be tricky. ‘Navius was found on Clusinus’s land. I understand that he had, uh, a liking for feminine company. I wondered whether maybe you thought there might be a possibility that he might’ve conceivably dropped by for a visit. A social visit.’


Mamilius had picked up his cup but he wasn’t drinking. He didn’t say anything for a long time, just sat looking at me like I’d crawled out from under a rock, and nonagenarian or not his look had me sweating. Finally, he put the cup down.


‘No, I don’t,’ he said. Just that, but the tone told me the subject was closed. Closed, locked and buried.


‘Uh, yeah. Yeah, right.’ I swallowed. Sure, the question had had to be asked, but the country isn’t Rome. Cast aspersions on the local womenfolk and you’re liable to lose your teeth, fast; and I reckoned I’d just come within spitting distance of losing mine. ‘Fine, pal, fine. That’s all I wanted to know.’


His hand bunched round the wine cup, and I had the unpleasant feeling that he’d rather it was my throat. ‘Listen, Corvinus,’ he said. ‘Vesia’s a good woman and a good wife, right? She could’ve left that shiftless bastard years ago for someone better but she didn’t. And if she ever did take up with anyone else it wouldn’t be effing Attus Navius. Besides—’


He stopped speaking. Suddenly, like his mouth had just welded up. I waited, but there was nothing else. He picked up the wine cup, emptied it at a gulp and poured us some more.


Time for a change of subject. Or at least the same subject from a different angle. ‘So what was Navius doing up Clusinus’s road in the first place?’ I said.


‘He wasn’t necessarily up Clusinus’s road at all. Not as such.’


I frowned. ‘You’ve got me there, pal.’


‘When it leaves Clusinus’s property the track turns left and follows the foothills. The Navius place is on the slopes to the west, and the track runs past it. Navius could just as well’ve been coming the other way and heading for the main road.’


Yeah. That was something I hadn’t thought of, not knowing the topography, but it made sense. If the guy had been going to Caere, say, it would’ve been six of one and half a dozen of the other which way he went, especially if he were on foot. Shit. Maybe the fact that he’d been knifed on Clusinus’s land wasn’t relevant after all. Still, that was something I could check: if he had taken the main road there was a chance that he’d been seen. By one or both of the Gorgons, maybe. These two had looked the type who wouldn’t miss much.


‘Uh, the pair of ladies in the house along the road,’ I said. ‘Who would they be, now?’


‘The Gruesomes?’ Yeah, well, I’d been close, and Mamilius’s temper seemed to have improved now we’d got off Vesia. ‘Gnaeus Vipena’s sisters. The elder one’s Tanaquil, the younger’s Ramutha.’


‘Good old Etruscan names.’


‘Believe it.’ He chuckled like a badly greased hinge. ‘Good old Etruscan family. With the accent on “old”. Vipena’s the local augur, and he’s got a family tree that goes back to the time of the Tarquins. So he claims, anyway. They even speak Etruscan at home.’


‘Yeah?’ Shit, that was really weird: no one, but no one spoke Etruscan these days barring the Wart’s nephew Claudius, and that guy was barking crazy in any language. ‘That all there is of them? Just the three?’


‘Vipena’s never married. And no one with any sense would want to bed either of these vinegary bitches.’


‘Uh-huh.’ I looked up. The sun was well over to the right-hand side of the trellis. It was getting late, and Perilla would be more than curious about what the hell was going on. ‘One last thing, friend. For now, at least.’ I took the knife I’d got from Nepos out of my belt. ‘You recognise this at all?’


Mamilius took it from me and turned it over in his gnarled fingers. ‘This what the lad was killed with?’


‘Yeah.’


He shrugged and handed it back. ‘Could be his own,’ he said. ‘Navius had one like that, sure, but so does half the district.’ He reached into his own belt and pulled one out that was practically a ringer, its blade honed almost concave and sharp as a razor. ‘Gaius Tullius the cutler over in Caere makes them by the dozen.’


Ah, well; another bummer. Still, I couldn’t really expect that whoever had shoved his knife into the guy would’ve left it there to be traced back. And if the knife was Navius’s own, of course, the murderer’d probably have been keen to get rid of it anyway. ‘Would anyone know for sure?’ I said. ‘If it was his, I mean?’


Mamilius hesitated. Again I got that fleeting impression that he was going to say something and decided against it. ‘Your best bet would be the lad’s mother,’ he said. ‘But maybe under the circumstances that’s not such a hot idea.’


‘Yeah.’ I got up and took a silver piece out of my purse to pay for the wine. ‘Well, it doesn’t matter. I’d best be getting back. Thanks for the information, friend.’


‘You’re welcome. Any time.’


 


The Gruesomes weren’t in evidence when I rode past. Maybe it was just as well: I doubted if they would’ve taken too kindly to a strange man trespassing on their virgin modesty. This was a job for Perilla – or maybe for both of us, since I might want to follow up that one question with others. We could sort of drop by by accident tomorrow.


Meanwhile I had a lot to think about. Like for example what Mamilius had been very careful not to say about Attus Navius.
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Perilla was still on the terrace with Aulus Caecina when I got back, but she rolled him up when she saw me and lifted her mouth for the traditional welcome-home smacker. Bathyllus was hovering with the wine tray as per standing orders. I sat down and let him pour me a belt of Flatworm’s best.


‘Well, Marcus?’ Perilla said.


I gave her the basic run-down.


‘What on earth did he think he was doing?’ she said when I’d finished. ‘The silly, silly man!’


‘Yeah, that’s our Priscus.’ I downed a swallow of the Caeretan. ‘The guy ought to wear ear plugs to stop the wind blowing through.’


‘So what can we do?’


I shrugged. ‘Find the real killer. Oh, sure, the chances are when the case comes to court the jury’ll take one look at the poor old bugger and throw it out the window, but if they don’t then Priscus could be in real trouble. On the other hand if I can give them the guy who did it neatly parcelled up with a bow round him then we’re laughing.’


‘Corvinus, we are on holiday! I am not going to sit at home twiddling my thumbs while you go traipsing around digging the dirt. Let alone wash the blood off you when you get your silly head bashed in for being, to use your own expression, a smartass.’


I was shocked. You don’t expect language like that from respectable Roman matrons, certainly not when they’ve got Perilla’s wide vocabulary.


‘Uh, yeah,’ I said. ‘Well, actually—’


‘And what about Marilla? The poor girl’s tucked away most of the time in the Alban Hills. When she goes on holiday she expects a bit of excitement.’


I tried not to grin. The Princess loved it up at Perilla’s Aunt Marcia’s with the sheep and the chickens; it was why we’d left her there instead of dragging her off to Athens after we’d adopted her, and although Marcia would’ve surrendered her without a murmur losing the kid would’ve hit the old girl hard.


‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘All those tombs. And I hear the smart set in Rome are coming to Caere this year instead of going to boring old Baiae. In fact, they say that the Wart’s travelling up specially from Capri for the annual cheese-rolling festival.’


‘Corvinus, there is no such thing as an annual cheese-rolling festival!’


‘There is now, lady. As of this year. That and goat-pitching. The local Caeretan Committee for the Propagation of Tourism’s reviving all the traditional Etruscan sports. King Porsenna of Clusium was the Etruscan League’s all-comers’ goat-pitching champion five years running. Your pal Caecina didn’t mention that?’


‘Corvinus …’ Perilla’s lips were beginning to tremble.


‘Then there’s Guess How Many Hedgehogs in the Amphora, the five-a-side Pass-the-Bean, Juggling the Marrow and Sausage …’


‘Marcus, stop it!’


‘… the Wives of the Committee of Ten Freestyle Naked Mud-Wrestling, the launderers’ guild’s Spot the False Nose Competition, the …’


‘Marcus!’


‘… fluteplayers’ Eat All the Doughnuts You Can Manage In One Breath, and finally the Mule and Monkey Hundred Yard Hurdles. Yeah. You’re quite right, Perilla. Maybe the kid would miss out.’


‘What’s the Mule and Monkey Hundred Yard Hurdles, Corvinus?’


I turned round. Marilla had come out on to the terrace with Corydon in tow.


‘Oh, hi, Bright-Eyes,’ I said, ignoring Perilla creased up in the other chair. ‘Sorry. Joke. I thought Alexis was getting rid of that moth-eaten couch cover.’


‘He hasn’t found the owner yet.’ Marilla helped herself to a handful of early grapes from the bowl on the table and fed half of them to Corydon. ‘Who did Priscus kill?’


‘A guy called Attus Navius. Only he didn’t.’


She looked disappointed. ‘There was no murder after all?’


‘No, Princess. There was a murder all right. But Priscus didn’t do it.’


‘Then who did?’


‘I don’t know. That’s what I’m trying to find out.’ I glanced at Perilla. She’d stopped hugging her ribs and she was a better colour. Also she wasn’t grouchy any more. ‘We.’


‘“We”?’ Perilla said.


‘Uh, yeah.’ I took a fortifying swig of wine. ‘That’s what I was going to say before you sidetracked me, lady. Hold the thumb-twiddling. I need your social skills to butter up a couple of elderly spinsters tomorrow. You think you can manage that?’


‘I don’t know, Corvinus. I might if I were given a good enough reason.’


Yeah, well; that was fair. I told her about the roads difficulty. ‘If Ramutha and Tanaquil didn’t see Navius then it doesn’t prove anything, one way or the other. But if they did then it’s a fair bet he was headed for Clusinus’s place as such, or at least had business on the guy’s property. And the combination of his reputation for a roving eye, the honey I saw with the basket and Clusinus being off hunting is too good to pass up.’
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