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  I


  By the end of the alley the fine hairs in my nostrils were starting to twitch. It was late May, and the weather in Rome had been warm for a week. Energetic spring sunlight had been beating on the warehouse roof, fermenting a generous must inside. All the eastern spices would be humming like magic, and the corpse we had come to bury would be lively with human gases and decay.


  I brought four volunteers from the Praetorian Guard plus a captain called Julius Frontinus who used to know my brother. He and I prised off the chains from the backstreet gates, then sauntered around the loading yard while the troopers rattled at the lock on the huge inner door.


  While we were waiting Frontinus grumbled, ‘Falco, after today, just reckon I never met your brother in my life! This is the last disgusting errand you can expect to drag me on—’


  ‘Private favour for the Emperor  . . . Festus would have had a word for it!’


  Frontinus described the Emperor with my brother’s word, which was not genteel.


  ‘Easy work, Caesaring!’ I commented light-heartedly. ‘Smart uniform, free living quarters, the best seat at the Circus – and all the honeyed almonds you can eat!’


  ‘So what made Vespasian select you to deal with this?’


  ‘I’m easy to bully and I needed the money.’


  ‘Oh, a logical choice!’


  My name is Didius Falco, Marcus to special friends. At the time I was thirty years old, a free citizen of Rome. All that meant was that I had been born in a slum, I still lived in one, and except in irrational moments I expected to die in one too.


  I was a private informer the Palace occasionally used. Shedding a putrid body from the Censor’s list of citizens was up to standard for my work. It was unhygienic, irreligious, and put me off my food.


  In my time I had operated for perjurers, petty bankrupts and frauds. I swore court affidavits to denounce high-born senators for debauchery so gross that even under Nero it could not be covered up. I found missing children for rich parents who would better abandon them, and pleaded lost causes for widows without legacies who married their spineless lovers the very next week – just when I had got them some money of their own. Most of the men tried to dodge off without paying, while most of the women wanted to pay me in kind. You can guess which kind; never a sweet capon or a fine fish.


  After the army I did five years of that, freelancing. Then the Emperor made an offer that if I worked for him he might raise my social rank. Earning the cash to qualify would be next to impossible, but promotion would make my family proud and my friends envious, while seriously annoying all the rest of the middle class, so everybody told me this mad gamble was worth a minor insult to my republican ideals. Now I was an Imperial agent – and not enjoying it. I was the new boy; so they saddled me with the worst jobs. This corpse, for instance.


  The spiceyard where I had brought Frontinus lay in the commercial quarter, near enough to the Forum for us to be aware of the piazza’s busy hum. The sun was still shining; scores of swallows swooped against the blue sky. A skinny cat with no sense of occasion looked in through the open gate. From nearby premises came the scream of a pulley and a workman whistling, though mostly they seemed deserted the way warehouses and timberyards so often are, especially when I want someone to sell me a cheap plank of wood.


  The Guards had succeeded in breaking open the lock. Frontinus and I tied scarves round our mouths, then hauled at the high door. A warm stench bellied out in our faces and we recoiled; its gust seemed to push our clothes clammily against our skin. We let the air settle then marched inside. We both stopped. A wave of primitive terror knocked us back.


  A dreadful quiet hung everywhere – except where a horde of flies had been zooming for days in obsessive parabolas. The upper air, lit by small opaque windows, seemed thick with scented, sunfilled dust. The light below was dimmer. In the middle of the floor we made out a shape: the body of a man.


  The smell of decomposition is milder than you expect, but quite distinct.


  I exchanged a glance with Frontinus as we approached. We stood, uncertain what to do. Lifting the cloth gingerly, I started to peel off the toga that had been flung over the remains. Then I dropped it and backed away.


  The man had been dead in the pepper warehouse for eleven days before some bright spark at the Palace remembered they ought to bury him. After lying so long unembalmed in a warm fug, the dead flesh was flaking like well-cooked fish.


  We retreated for a moment while we braced ourselves. Frontinus gagged hoarsely. ‘Did you finish him yourself?’


  I shook my head. ‘Not my privilege.’


  ‘Murder?’


  ‘Discreet execution – avoids an inconvenient trial.’


  ‘What had he done?’


  ‘Treason. Why do you think I’m involving the Praetorians?’ The Praetorians were the élite Palace Guard.


  ‘Why the secrecy? Why not make him an example?’


  ‘Because officially our new Emperor was greeted with universal acclaim. So plots against Vespasian Caesar don’t occur!’


  Frontinus scoffed caustically.


  Rome was full of men plotting, though most of them failed. The stand against fate which this one had taken had been cleverer than most, but he now lay stretched out on a dusty floor beside a blackened patch of his own dried blood. Several fellow conspirators had fled from Rome without stopping to pack spare tunics or a wine flask for the journey. At least one was dead – found strangled in a cell at the grim Mamertine prison. Meanwhile Vespasian and his two sons had been received in Rome with an unconditional welcome, and were settling down to reconstruct the Empire after two years of horrendous civil war. Everything, apparently, was under control.


  The plot had been extinguished; all that remained was the disposal of its festering evidence. Allowing this man’s family to hold the normal public funeral with a procession through the streets, flute music, and hired mourners prancing around dressed as his famous ancestors had struck the suave Palace secretaries as a poor way to keep a failed conspiracy quiet. So they ordered a minor functionary to arrange a tactful errand boy; this clerk sent for me. I had a large family who relied on me and a violent landlord whose rent stood several weeks in arrears; for flunkeys with unorthodox burials to arrange I was easy prey.


  ‘Well, standing here won’t shift him—’


  I hauled away the covering, exposing the body full length.


  The corpse lay just as it had fallen, yet hideously different. We could sense how its innards were collapsing while maggots seethed within. I dared not look at the face.


  ‘Jupiter, Falco; this bastard was middle-class!’ Frontinus looked troubled. ‘You ought to know, no middle-ranker passes on without an announcement in the Daily Gazette to warn the gods in Hades that the shade of an eminent person is expecting the best seat in Charon’s ferryboat—’


  He was right. If a body came to light wearing clothing with the narrow purple bands of a Roman knight, busy officials would insist on knowing whose son or father this worthy specimen had been.


  ‘Let’s hope he’s not modest,’ I agreed quietly. ‘He’ll have to be undressed  . . .’


  Julius Frontinus muttered my brother’s rude word again.


  II


  We worked fast, fighting down our physical disgust.


  We had to hack away two tunics stinking with body waste. Only the roughest wash-and-wear old clothes dealer would pick over these rags far enough to find the embroidered namebands sewn inside the neck. Yet we had to be sure.


  Back in the yard, squeezing in gulps of fresh air, we burned all we could; we even charred his shoes and belt. He wore finger rings. Frontinus screwed those off somehow; the gold band indicating middle rank, a giant emerald cameo, a signet ring, and two more, one with a woman’s name. They could not be sold in case they reappeared; I would drop them into the Tiber later that day.


  At last, looping a rope around the nearly naked corpse, we tugged it across a stretcher we had brought. I went to push him on with my toe, then had second thoughts.


  The silent Praetorians kept the alley clear while Frontinus and I staggered along it to pitch our burden down a manhole into the Great Sewer. We listened; there was a splash at the bottom near the stone access steps. The rats would come across him soon enough. When the next summer storm was draining from the Forum, anything that was left of him would be rolled into the river through the massive arch below the Aemilian Bridge, then either lodged up against the piles to frighten passing boatmen or carried on, to be nibbled clean by undiscerning fish in an unmarked, unknown resting place at sea.


  The problem was disposed of; Rome would not give its missing citizen another thought.


  We strode back; burned the stretcher; sluiced the warehouse floor; swabbed our hands, arms, legs and feet. I fetched a clean bucket of water, then we both washed again. I went out to empty the slops in the street.


  Someone in a green cloak with the hood pulled up paused as he saw me alone by the gate. I nodded, avoiding his eyes. He went on up the alley. A respectable citizen walking cheerfully, he continued about his business unaware of the grisly scene he had just missed.


  In view of the weather, I did wonder why he was so heavily muffled; sometimes it seems as if everyone in Rome is sneaking up back alleys on some business that is best done in disguise.


  I said I would lock up.


  ‘We’ll be off then!’ Frontinus was taking his lads for a well-earned drink. He did not invite me to join them – and I was not surprised.


  ‘Thanks for your help. I’ll be seeing you, Julius—’


  ‘Not if I see you first!’


  Once they had gone I stood for a moment with a heavy heart. Now I was alone I had more time to notice things. In the yard my eye fell on an interesting stack which was buttressing the outer wall beneath a discreet covering of old hides. As an auctioneer’s son I could never ignore any abandoned commodity which might be saleable; I strolled across.


  Under the hides were a couple of sprightly spiders and numerous ingots of lead. The spiders were strangers but the ingots were old friends; the conspirators had intended using stolen silver to bribe their way into power. All the bars containing precious metal had been recovered by the Praetorians and carried off to the Temple of Saturn, but the thieves who smuggled the bullion out of the British mines had cheerfully cheated by sending the plotters large quantities of lead – useless for bribery. Evidently the lead had been left here for collection by an Imperial wagon train, all neatly stacked with military precision, each row at a perfect right angle to the one beneath. Lead ingots had some value to a man with the right contacts  . . . I covered them up again, as an honest state servant should.


  *


  I left the gates open while I returned on my own to the manhole over the Great Sewer. Of all the foul corpses of failed entrepreneurs that must be littering Rome, this was the last I would have chosen to treat with such disrespect. Every traitor has a family, and I knew his. His nearest male relation, who should have conducted this funeral, was a senator whose daughter meant a very great deal to me. A typical Falco predicament: faced with a highly important family I was trying to impress, I had to demonstrate my good character by tipping their dead relative without ceremony down a public sewer  . . .


  Grumbling under my breath, I levered up the cover again, cast in a hasty handful of earth, then muttered the basic requiem: ‘To the gods of the shades I send this soul . . .’


  I flung down a copper for him to pay the ferryman, then hoped if Fortuna smiled on me that was the last I would hear of him.


  No chance of that. The goddess of fortune only ever grimaces at me as if she had just shut her sacred finger in a door.


  Back at the warehouse I kicked at our fire ashes, spreading them about the yard. I coiled the chains over one shoulder, ready to secure the gate. Just before leaving I strolled back inside one last time, my muscles braced under those heavy links.


  Everywhere remained bathed in a murky miasma of cinnamon bark. Restless flies were continuing to wheel above the stain on the floor as if still in the presence of an undeparted soul. Motionless sacks of priceless oriental produce sagged in the shadows, filling the air with a dry sweet perfume that seemed to alter the very texture of my skin.


  I turned to go. My eye caught a movement. A spasm of terror convulsed me, like a man who has seen a ghost. But I did not believe in ghosts. Out of the moted dimness a muffled figure tumbled straight at me.


  He was real enough. He snatched up a barrel stave and swung at my head. He had his back to the light but I vaguely felt I knew him. There was no time to ask what his grievance was. I whirled round, slung the chains viciously against his ribs, then lost my footing and crashed to the floor on my right elbow and knee, dragged down by the weight I was carrying.


  With luck I might have grabbed him. Luck has rarely been my ally. While I was flailing in armfuls of ironwork, the villain fled.


  III


  I had only been away at the manhole for a moment, but I should have been prepared. This was Rome; leave a treasure house unguarded for three seconds and some sneak thief was bound to clamber in.


  I had not seen the man’s face, though that sense of having recognized him clung persistently. The green hood pulled so securely round his head was unmistakable: the man I had seen while I was emptying the wash bucket. Cursing him, then myself, I limped out to the alley with blood trickling down my leg.


  Scattered patches of sunlight threw up a piercing dazzle, while the dense shade was unnervingly cold. The passage at the back of the warehouse was barely three feet wide, with one entrance onto a filthy cutthroat lane. The other way, a crook-shouldered curve hid its exit from view. Lining both sides were dank yards crammed with world-weary trolleys and piles of teetering kegs. Dirty ropes snaked into gaping doorways. Ferocious notices hung by a nail warned visitors away from gates that looked as if no one had opened them for ten years. Surveying this sour commercial hole it seemed impossible that a two-minute walk would bring you to the bright bustle of the Forum – this was Rome. As I said.


  No one in sight. A pigeon fluttered on a roof then slipped in through a broken pantile. A gantry creaked once. Nothing else moved. Except my heart.


  He could be anywhere. As I looked for him in one place, he would slip off another way. While I busied myself searching, he or some quite unconnected evildoer could jump out unexpectedly and bash in my curly head. If so, or if I fell through a rotting floor in one of these deserted stores, I might lie there undetected for days.


  I hopped back. I used an old nail to spring back the teeth of the lock on the warehouse door. I checked the sun-baked yard. Using the military pincers Frontinus had brought, I reapplied the gate chains like a responsible person. Then I left.


  The smell of the corpse had infiltrated my clothes. Unable to bear it any longer, I went home to change.


  I lived in the Thirteenth Sector. In empty streets it took ten minutes, though at this time of day forcing myself through the crowds occupied three times that. The hubbub seemed worse than usual. I reached home feeling deafened and desperate.


  The Falco apartment was the best I could afford, so it was grim. I rented a filthy garret above the Eagle Laundry in a street called Fountain Court (which had never possessed a fountain, and wasn’t a court). To reach this impressive location I had to turn off the comparative luxury of the paved Ostia Road, then squeeze down a series of twisting entries that grew narrower and more threatening at every step. The point where they diminished into nothing was Fountain Court. I flailed through several lines of damp togas that were blocking the laundry’s frontage, then attacked the long haul up six flights of stairs to the sky-high hovel that served as my office and home.


  Once aloft I knocked, for the hell of it and to warn off any wildlife frolicking in my absence, then I told myself to come in and unlatched the door.


  I had two rooms, each a bare eight foot square. I paid extra for a rocky balcony but my landlord Smaractus allowed me a discount in the form of natural daylight through a hole in the roof (plus free access to water, whenever it rained). There were multimillionaires in Rome who housed their horses better, though thousands of anonymous individuals fared even worse.


  My penthouse was for tenants who went out a lot. Yet for five years this squalid hole had seemed gracious enough, especially since when I was running around for clients I was rarely there. It had never been cheap; nowhere in Rome was. Some of my human neighbours were objectionable types, but an amiable gecko had recently taken up residence. I could entertain four people if I opened the door to the balcony, or five when one was a girl who would sit on my lap. I lived alone; financially I had no choice.


  Anxious to discard my insanitary tunic, I stepped quickly across my outer room. There I had a table where I ate, wrote, or thought about the filthiness of life, plus a bench, three stools, and a cooking oven I built myself. In the bedroom stood my lopsided bed, alongside a spare couch, a storage chest which doubled as a washstand, and a perch for when I forced myself to patch the leaky roof.


  Stripping off with relief, I used the last water in a pitcher for another good scrub down, then found a tunic that had only torn in two new places since the last time my mother mended it. I combed my hair roughly, rolled up my second-best toga in case I went anywhere respectable later, then pounded downstairs.


  While I was delivering my castoffs I heard myself hailed raucously by Lenia, the laundress.


  ‘Falco! Smaractus wants your rent!’


  ‘What a surprise! Tell him we can’t all get what we want in life  . . .’


  I found her in the corner she used as an accounting room, sitting in her greasy slippers while she supped mint tea. Until this pitiful ninny decided to invest in real estate (and real misery) by planning to marry our landlord Smaractus, she had been one of my shabby friends; once I could persuade her to ditch the brute she would be again. Lenia was a sagging drab about five times stronger than she looked, with startling snaggles of henna-red hair which constantly worked free of a limp scarf round her head; she had to poke the strands back in to peer ahead safely when she wanted to go anywhere.


  ‘He means it, Falco!’ She had sickly eyes and a voice like forty dried peas rattling in a pannikin.


  ‘Good. I like a man whose ambitions are serious  . . .’


  By this time my attention was wandering, as Lenia undoubtedly knew. There was another woman with her whom she introduced as Secunda, a friend. We had long passed the time when I saw any advantage in flirting with Lenia, so I spent a few moments giving the glad eye to her friend.


  ‘Hallo! I’m Didius Falco; I don’t believe I’ve seen you before?’ The lady jingled her arm bangles and smiled knowingly.


  ‘Watch him!’ Lenia commented.


  Secunda was mature without being over ripe; she was old enough to pose an interesting challenge, yet young enough to suggest overcoming the challenge could be very worthwhile. She had a thorough inspection of me, while I gazed back frankly.


  I was offered mint tea, but its unappealing grey colour led me to decline on grounds of health. Secunda received my impending departure with fragrant regret; I assumed the expression of a man who might be detained.


  ‘Some ferret-faced scavenger came in for you, Falco,’ Lenia scowled.


  ‘A client?’


  ‘How should I know? He had no manners, so he seemed your type. He barged in and asked your name.’


  ‘Then what?’


  ‘He left. I wasn’t sorry.’


  ‘But,’ Secunda added sweetly, ‘he’s waiting for you outside, I think.’ She missed nothing – if there was a man in it.


  Lenia’s cubbyhole was open on the street side, except for the clutter of her trade. I tweaked at the laundry until I could look out without being seen. A green cloak with its hood well up was loitering against the open doorflap on Cassius’ bread shop two doors down.


  ‘Him in the green?’ They nodded. I frowned. ‘Some tailor’s found himself a gold mine there! Evidently green cloaks with pointed hoods are all the rage this month  . . .’ I would soon know; it was my eldest nephew’s birthday next Thursday, and if that was the latest fashion Larius was bound to ask for one. ‘Has he been there long?’


  ‘He arrived just after you did and has been waiting ever since.’


  I felt distinctly apprehensive. I had been hoping that the citizen in green was just an opportunist thief who had noticed something going on at the warehouse and gone in to explore as soon as he thought Frontinus and I had left.


  Following me home put his presence in a different light. That degree of curiosity could not be innocent. It meant his interest in the warehouse was no coincidence. He must be some character who badly needed to know what had happened there, and to put a name to any stranger connected with the place. This spelt trouble for those of us at the Palace who were thinking we had put the conspiracy against the Emperor to bed.


  While I watched, he lost his zest for spying and took himself off strolling towards the Ostia Road. I had to find out more about him. I raised an arm to Lenia, left Secunda with a smile that ought to keep her simmering, then slipped out in pursuit.


  Cassius the baker, who must have been keeping an eye on the stranger, tossed me a thoughtful look and a stale bread roll as I went by.


  IV


  I nearly lost him on the main road. I glimpsed my mother inspecting onions by a greengrocer’s stall. Judging by her grim face, the onions, like most of my lady friends, fell short of her standards. My mother had convinced herself my new job working for the Palace involved good money, simple clerical work, and keeping my tunics clean. I was reluctant to let her discover so soon that it was the same old round of trudging after villains who chose to slouch through the streets when I wanted my lunch.


  It took deft footwork to avoid her without losing him. Luckily the green cloak was an unpleasant shade of viridian, easy to pick up again.


  I trailed him to the river, which he crossed on the Sublician Bridge; a ten-minute hike away from civilization to the Transtiberina hovels where the street hawkers crowd when they are kicked out of the Forum after dark. The Fourteenth District had been part of Rome since my grandparents’ day, but there were enough swarthy immigrants over there to make it feel alien. After my task that morning I did not care if one of them knifed me in the back.


  When you don’t care, they never try.


  We were walking in deep shadow now, through streets overhung by perilous balconies. Thin dogs ran in the gutters. Ragged, lug-haired gypsy children yelled at the terrified dogs. If I let myself think about it, the whole district terrified me.


  The green cloak was travelling at a steady pace like a citizen going home for lunch. His build was ordinary, with thin shoulders and a youngish walk. I still had not seen his face; that hood stayed up despite the heat. He was too shy to be honest, that was sure.


  Although I kept water carriers and piemen between us out of professional etiquette, there was no need. He did none of the ducking and dodging that would have been sensible in this seedy neighbourhood. He never once glanced behind.


  I did. Regularly. No one appeared to be shadowing me.


  Above our heads limp blankets aired on ropes, and below that other ropes carried baskets, brassware, cheap clothing and rag rugs. The Africans and Arabs selling them seemed to accept him, but exclaimed to each other harshly as I passed; still, they may have been just admiring me for a handsome lad. I caught the scent of new flat bread and sickly foreign cakes. Behind half-open shutters worn women with ugly voices were shouting their exasperation at idle men; occasionally the men lashed out in temper, so I listened with fellow feeling while I quickened my step. In this area they sold intricate little copper knives with spells traced on the blade, addictive drugs distilled from oriental flowers, or boys and girls with limbs like cherubs whose trade in vice was already rotting them with hidden disease. You could purchase the promise of a heart’s desire, or a shabby death – for someone else, or for yourself. If you stood on one spot too long, death or some worse crisis might find you without the bother of praying for it.


  I lost him south of the Via Aurelia, in an ominously silent street, about five minutes into the Fourteenth.


  He had turned up a narrow alley, still marching at that regular pace, and by the time I made the corner there was simply no sign. The place had unhappy doorways let into sheer grey walls, though it was probably not so sinister as it seemed.


  I wondered what to do. There were no colonnades to lurk in, and my green friend’s siesta might last all afternoon. I had no idea who he was or why we were tailing each other. I was not sure I cared. It was the hottest part of the day, and I was losing interest. If anyone in the Transtiberina suspected I was an informer, I would be found on the pavement tomorrow with some criminal’s monogram carved on my chest.


  I noticed a sign for a drinking shop, entered its cool gloom, and when the squat-necked, big-bosomed woman who ran it dragged her hulk into view I ordered spiced wine. No one else was there. The shop was tiny. There was one table. The counter was almost hidden in the dark. I felt the bench for splinters then sat down cautiously. It was a place where a drink took ages to come, because even for a foreigner the madam simmered it hot and fresh. This natural hospitality left me churlish, and caught off guard; both feelings were all too familiar.


  The woman disappeared again so I sat over my beaker alone.


  I laced my fingers together and thought about life. I was too tired to manage life in general, so I concentrated on my own. I rapidly reached the conclusion it was not worth the denarius it had cost me to sit here pondering with my wine.


  I felt deeply depressed. My work was dreadful and the pay worse. In addition to that, I was just facing up to ending an affair with a young woman I hardly knew yet and did not want to lose. Her name was Helena Justina. She was a senator’s daughter, so seeing me was not quite illegal, though scandalous enough if her friends found out. It was one of those disasters you start knowing it must be hopeless, then end almost immediately because continuing becomes even more painful than breaking off.


  I had no idea what to say to her now. She was a wonderful girl. The faith she had in me filled me with despair. Yet she probably saw that I was sliding away from her. And knowing she already understood the situation was not helping me compose my leaving speech  . . .


  Trying to forget, I swallowed blankly. But the catch of hot cinnamon on the roof of my mouth recalled that warehouse earlier. Suddenly my tongue felt like gravel. I abandoned my wine cup, clinked some coins onto a plate and called goodbye. I was on my way out when a voice behind cried ‘Thanks!’ After I glanced behind me I lingered after all.


  ‘Don’t mention it, sweetheart! Has the woman I saw first been practising witchcraft, or are you someone else?’


  ‘I’m her daughter!’ she laughed.


  You could see (just about) that she was. In twenty years’ time this gorgeous little body might look just as unappealing as her mama – but she would be passing through some fascinating stages on the way. She was about nineteen now, and this was a stage I liked. The wine-shop woman’s daughter was taller than her mother, which made her movements more graceful; she had huge dark eyes and tiny white teeth, clear skin, tinsel ear-rings, and an air of perfect innocence that was flagrantly false.


  ‘I’m Tullia,’ this vivid vision said.


  ‘Hallo Tullia!’ I exclaimed.


  Tullia smiled at me. She was a cuddlesome armful with nothing much to do that day, while I was a man whose low spirits needed consoling. I smiled back at her gently. If I had to lose the sweet lady I wanted, unprincipled women were welcome to do their worst with me.


  A private informer who knows what he is doing can soon make a barmaid his friend. I engaged her in harmless banter then eventually broached, ‘I’m looking for someone; you may have seen him – he often wears a cloak in a rather evil shade of green.’


  I was not surprised when the beauteous Tullia recognized my man; on noticing Tullia, most males in this locality must rapidly join her mother’s clientele. ‘He lives across the alley –’ She came to the doorway and pointed out the small square window of the room where he lodged. I started to like him. His surroundings looked pretty insalubrious. The indications were that the lad in green lived as miserably as me.


  ‘Wonder if he’s there now  . . .’


  ‘I can look,’ offered Tullia.


  ‘How’s that?’ She signalled upwards with her eyes. They had the usual arrangements of steps up the inside wall which led to a boarded attic where the proprietors lived and slept. There would be one long window over the shop entrance, to provide all their light and air. A lively young lady with an interest in people would naturally spend her idle moments looking out at men.


  Tullia prepared to skip up the steps obligingly. I might have scrambled aloft with her but I guessed her mother was lurking above, which spoiled the fun.


  ‘Thanks! I won’t bother him at the moment.’ Whoever he was and whatever he wanted, no one was going to pay me for disturbing his lunch. ‘You know anything about him?’


  She looked at me warily, but I had easy-going manners and all my curls were natural; besides, I had left her mother a decent tip. ‘His name’s Barnabas. He came here about a week ago –’ As she spoke I was thinking; the name Barnabas had cropped up somewhere else quite recently. ‘He paid in advance for a three-month lease – without arguing!’ she marvelled. ‘When I told him that he was stupid, he just laughed and said he’ll be rich one day—’


  I grinned. ‘I wonder why he told you that?’ No doubt for the usual reason men make women wild promises of wealth. ‘So what does this hopeful entrepreneur do in life, Tullia?’


  ‘He said he was a corn chandler. But—’


  ‘But what?’


  ‘He laughed at that too.’


  ‘Seems quite a comedian!’ Calling himself a grain merchant no longer squared with the Barnabas I was thinking about, who was the freed townhouse slave of a senator, and wouldn’t know wheat from wood shavings.


  ‘You ask a lot of questions!’ Tullia tackled me slyly. ‘So what’s your line of business?’ I ducked it with a knowing look, which she returned. ‘Oh, secrets! Want to leave the back way?’


  I always like to reconnoitre a place I may want to come back to, so soon I was flitting through a courtyard at the back of the wineshop, hopping round it fairly smartly since it was part of a private house. Tullia seemed at home there; no doubt the lucky householder had realized her possibilities. She let me out through an unlocked gate.


  ‘Tullia, if Barnabas drops in for a drink, you could mention I’m looking for him –’ Might as well make him feel nervous if I could. In my job you never won a laurel wreath being diffident with strangers who followed you home. ‘Tell him if he comes to the house on the Quirinal – I think he’ll know where I mean – I have a legacy to give him. I need him to identify himself in front of witnesses.’


  ‘Will he know who you are?’


  ‘Just describe my fine-featured classical nose! Call me Falco. Will you do it for me?’


  ‘Ask nicely then!’


  That smile had promised favours to a hundred men before. A hundred and one of us must have decided we could overlook the others. Ignoring a pang of guilt about a certain senator’s daughter, I asked Tullia in the nicest way I knew; it seemed to work.


  ‘You’ve done that before!’ she giggled when I let her go.


  ‘Being kissed by beautiful women is a hazard of having a classical nose. You’ve done it too – what’s your excuse?’


  Barmaids rarely need an excuse. She giggled again. ‘Come back soon; I’ll be waiting, Falco!’


  ‘Rely on it, princess!’ I assured her as I left.


  Lies, probably. On both sides. But in the Transtiberina, which is even more grim than the Aventine, people have to live in hope.


  The sun was still shining when I crossed by way of Tiber Island into Rome. On the first bridge, the Pons Cestius, where the current races fastest, I stopped for a moment and emptied my tunic pocket of the warehouse corpse’s finger rings.


  His emerald cameo was missing; I must have dropped it in the street.


  The thought crossed my mind that the barmaid might have stolen it, but I decided she was far too pretty for that.


  V


  I trudged north. I bought a pancake stuffed with hot minced pork which I ate as I walked. A watchdog wagged his tail at me but I told him to take his smiling fangs elsewhere.


  Life is unfair. Too unfair, too often, to ignore a friendly grin; I went back and shared my pancake with the dog.


  I was off to a house in the High Lanes Sector, on the Quirinal Mount. Its owner had been a young Senator who was involved in the same plot as the man Frontinus and I had dumped down the sewer. This one was dead too. He had been arrested for questioning, then found choked at the Mamertine prison – murdered by his fellow conspirators to ensure he would not talk.


  Now his house was being emptied. Clearing property was a Didius family business, so when the subject came up at the Palace, I volunteered. Besides, the illustrious owner was once married to my special friend Helena Justina, so I wanted to see how they had lived.


  The answer was, in lavish style. Seeing it had been a bad mistake. I approached their house in a melancholy mood.


  Most Romans are driven demented by their neighbours: rubbish on the stairs and unemptied slop tanks; the rude salesmen with their slapdash shops at ground level and the crashing whores upstairs. Not his honour here; his fine spread occupied its own freehold block. The mansion sprawled on two levels against the Quirinal cliffs. A discreet but heavily armoured door let me in from the street to a still corridor with two porters’ cubicles. The main atrium stood open to the sky, so its tasteful wainscot of glazed tiles was sparkling in long shafts of brilliant light. A magnificent fountain in a second courtyard added to the cool and bright effect as it shimmered above exotic palms in shoulder-high bronze urns. Ornate, marble-lined corridors stretched in two directions. If the owner grew tired of his formal reception rooms, various little masculine snugs were hidden away behind heavy damask door curtains on an upper floor.


  Before I could settle to my official work in the house, I needed to clear up my worry that the character who had been dogging me that morning had some link with this elegant Quirinal residence.


  I turned back to the doorman.


  ‘Remind me – which was that freed slave your master was so fond of?’


  ‘Barnabas, you mean?’


  ‘Yes. Did Barnabas ever own a repulsive green cloak?’


  ‘Oh, that thing!’ winced the porter fastidiously.


  Barnabas the freedman had completely disappeared. To put him in perspective, if he had been a missing slave it would hardly be worthwhile posting up his name as a fugitive. Not even if he could read and write three alphabets, play the double-stemmed flute, and was a sixteen-year-old virgin built like a discus thrower, with a willing nature and liquid dark-brown eyes. His master had left behind so much saleable plunder that losing one piece of fine art – human or otherwise – was neither here nor there.


  I had been finding it convenient to overlook this Barnabas. The Emperor, in the interests of his own reputation for good nature (a reputation he had never possessed, but wanted to acquire), had decided to honour the dead man’s minor personal bequests; I was arranging it. The Senator’s little leaving present to his favourite freedman was a cool half-million sesterces. I was protecting it in my bank-box in the Forum, where the interest had already provided a rose-bush in a black ceramic pot for my balcony. So until now I had reckoned that when Barnabas needed his legacy he could come to see me of his own accord.


  Today’s events brought me up sharp. Snooping round that warehouse displayed an unhealthy interest in events any sensible freedman would want to pretend he knew nothing about, and attacking me was a fool’s game. I knew I could still not get on with my work with a clear mind, so I bestirred myself to make some more enquiries among the waifs we had not yet sent to the slave market.


  ‘Who knows Barnabas?’


  ‘What’s in it for us?’


  ‘Give me something else to think about and I may forget to beat you—’


  Screwing facts out of these noodles was hard work. I gave up and hunted down Chrysosto, a Levantine secretary who would sell for a high price once we released him for auction, though at present I was using him to make up inventories.


  Chrysosto was a limp bladder with seedy skin and a bleary-eyed look from poking his nose into crannies where a nose is best not applied. He was displaying a white tunic, much too short in the hem, though the legs he was so proud of were just the usual pale shanks that lurk in offices, finished off with hairy knobs for knees and crumpled sandals. You could knock in tent pegs with his hammertoes.


  ‘Stop scribing a moment – what was special about Barnabas?’


  ‘Oh, his honour and Barnabas grew up on the same farm.’


  Under my gimlet gaze Chrysosto edged his skinny pins behind a table. He had probably started out with talent, but writing letters for a man with a slow brain and a short temper soon taught him to disguise his initiative.


  ‘What’s he like?’


  ‘A Calabrian scruff.’


  ‘Did you like him?’


  ‘Not much.’


  ‘Do you reckon he knew what your master was up to?’


  ‘Barnabas reckoned he knew everything.’


  This well-informed Calabrian had been made a free citizen, so in theory if he wanted to moonlight that was up to him. Since his patron was a traitor, I had originally sympathized if he thought skipping from home was a sensible move. Now I wondered if he had taken himself off because he was up to something slippery.


  ‘Any idea why he should run away, Chrysosto? Was he very cut up about your master’s death?’


  ‘Probably, but no one saw him afterwards. He stayed in his room with the door bolted; he had his food left outside. None of us had ever got on with him, so no one tried to interfere. Even when he went to jail to ask for the body no one here knew. I only discovered he had organized the funeral when the undertaker brought a bill.’


  ‘Did no one at all attend the cremation?’


  ‘No one knew. But the ashes are there in the family mausoleum; I went to pay my respects yesterday. There’s a new urn; alabaster—’


  So being an aristocrat had protected the young Senator from being tumbled into a sewer. After he had died in prison his body had been released for expensive funeral rites, even though they were conducted by his freedman, alone and in secrecy.


  ‘One more thing. When your master gave Barnabas his freedom, did he set him up in business – anything to do with importing grain, for instance?’


  ‘Not as far as I know. All those two ever talked about were horses.’


  By now Barnabas was causing me considerable alarm. My message through Tullia about his legacy might draw him back here if he wanted the cash. To reinforce it even if he stayed away I sent out a runner to scrawl up a bill in the Forum promising a modest reward for news of his whereabouts. That might entice some friendly citizen to hand him over to a member of the watch.


  ‘What reward shall I put, Falco?’


  ‘Try three sesterces; if someone’s not very thirsty, that may buy his evening drink  . . .’


  Which reminded me, I was ready for one myself.


  VI


  There was no need to leave the house in search of refreshment. The man who had once lived here was called Gnaeus Atius Pertinax, and he had left behind everything for a comfortable life: there was plenty to drink, and I had ready access.


  Because Pertinax was a traitor, his property was forfeit: snapped up by our jovial new Emperor. Some poor-quality farms in Calabria (like the one where he and Barnabas grew up) had already been seized. A few items that still belonged to his aged father were grudgingly returned: some lucrative tenement leases and a pair of handsome racehorses. There were a couple of ships too, though the Emperor was still debating whether to keep those for the state. Meanwhile we had confiscated this mansion in Rome, stuffed with highly desirable contents which Pertinax had grubbed together as such playboys do: through personal legacies, sharp efforts in trade, gifts from his friends, bribes from business colleagues, and successes at the racetrack where his judgement was excellent. The mansion of the Quirinal was being turned over by three imperial agents: Momus, Anacrites and me.


  It had taken us nearly a fortnight. We were doing our best to enjoy this drudgery. Every night we recovered, lying in a banqueting room still faintly perfumed with sandalwood, on huge carved ivory couches with mattresses of fine-combed wool, working our way through what was left of the late owner’s fifteen-year-old Alban wine. On one of his tripod tables we controlled a silver wine warmer, with a chamber for burning charcoal, a tray for ash, and a little tap for letting off our drink when it was perfectly mulled. Slim lampstands with triple lions’ feet burned fine scented oil for us as we all tried to convince ourselves we should hate to live in luxury like this.


  The mansion’s summer dining room had been decorated by a talented fresco artist; spectacular views across a garden showed the Fall of Troy, but even the garden turned out to be minutely painted stucco on the indoor wall, complete with realistic peacocks being stalked by a tabby cat.


  ‘Our late host’s wines,’ Anacrites declared, pretending to be a bumptious connoisseur (the sort who makes a lot of noise, but doesn’t really know), ‘are almost as tasty as his domestic scenery!’


  Anacrites called himself a secretary; he was a spy. He had a tense, compact frame and a bland face, with unusual grey eyes and eyebrows so faint they were nearly invisible.


  ‘Drink up then!’ Momus chivvied rudely.


  Momus was a typical slave overseer: shorn head to deter lice, wine gut, greasy belt, grubby chin, croaky voice from the diseases of his trade, and tough as an old nail stuck in wood. He was clearing out the personnel. He had evicted all the freedmen with little cash gifts to make them grateful, and was now batching up the slaves we had found crammed into barracks at the back of the building complex. The Senator had collected his own manicurists and hair-curlers, pastry chefs and saucemakers, bath slaves and bedroom slaves, dog-walkers and bird-tamers, a librarian, three accountants, harpists and singers, even a squadron of nippy young lads whose sole job was running out to place his racing bets. For a youngish man, with no family responsibilities, he had equipped himself splendidly.


  ‘Making progress, Falco?’ Momus asked, using a gilt perfume bowl as a spittoon. I got on well with Momus; he was crooked, filthy, slapdash and devious – a pleasantly clear-cut type.


  ‘Cataloguing a consul’s son’s homely chattels is an education for a simple Aventine lad!’ I saw Anacrites smile. Friends of mine had warned me that he had been poking into my background until he must have known what floor of which crumbling tenement I came from, and whether the room I was born in thirty years ago faced into the courtyard or over the street. He had certainly discovered whether I was as simple as I looked.


  ‘I ask myself,’ groaned Momus, ‘why anyone with all this loot needed to risk it offending the Emperor?’


  ‘Is that what he did?’ I asked, innocently. We three spent more time watching each other than looking for conspirators. Momus, who was a dedicated eavesdropper, went unconvincingly to sleep. His splaytoed feet turned up at a perfect right angle in his black boots, which were rigid, the better to kick slaves.


  I was aware of Anacrites eyeing me. I let him get on with it. ‘Happy day, Falco?’


  ‘Dead men and eager women all the way!’


  ‘I suppose,’ he probed, ‘the secretaries at the Palace are keeping you in the dark?’


  ‘Seems the general idea,’ I replied, none too pleased by the thought.


  Anacrites helped me make up lost time with the Alban nectar. ‘I’m trying to place you, Falco. What’s your role?’


  ‘Oh, I was the son of an auctioneer until my happy-go-lucky father skipped from home; so now I’m off-loading this playboy’s art and antiques onto the fancy goods stalls in the Saepta Julia  . . .’ He still looked curious so I carried on joking. ‘It’s like kissing a woman – unless I’m sharp, this could lead to something serious!’


  Anacrites was searching the dead man’s private documents; I knew that. (It was a job I would have liked myself.) He was tight lipped, an insecure type. Unlike Momus, who could carelessly sell off eight Numidian litter-bearers as two poultry-carvers, a charioteer and a fan dancer from Xanthus, Anacrites was examining the study here with the fine detail of an auditor who expects another auditor to be round later checking him.


  ‘Falco, Momus is right,’ he fretted. ‘Why take the risk?’


  ‘Excitement?’ I offered. ‘After Nero died, plotting who to make into the next Caesar was a more thrilling game than tossing up knucklebones. Our man enjoyed a gamble. And he was due to inherit a fortune, but while he was waiting for it, one house on the Quirinal may not have seemed too special to a jumped-up junior official who wanted Rome to notice him.’


  Anacrites pursed his mouth. So did I. We looked around. The expensive Pertinax mansion seemed special to us.


  ‘So,’ I prodded, ‘what have you discovered from his honour’s papyrus rolls?’


  ‘A pretty dull correspondent!’ complained Anacrites. ‘His friends were racetrack loudboys, not literary types. But his ledgers are immaculate; his accountant was constantly kept up to scratch. He lived for his cash.’


  ‘Found any names? Details of the plot? Proof?’


  ‘Just biography; half a day with the Censor’s records could have winkled out most of it. Atius Pertinax came from Tarentum; his natural father had rank, and friends in the south, but neither cash nor influence. At seventeen, Pertinax put that right by attracting an ancient ex-consul called Caprenius Marcellus who had plenty of status and oodles of money, but no heir—’


  ‘So,’ I encouraged, ‘this elderly moneybags plucked young Gnaeus fully grown from the Heel of Italy and adopted him?’


  ‘In the best tradition. So now Pertinax Caprenius Marcellus had grand ideas and a monthly allowance to pay for them. His new father adored him. He served as a tribune in Macedonia—’


  ‘A safe, warm province!’ I interrupted again, with an edge; I did my own national service in Britain: cold, wet, windy – and at that time (during the Great Rebellion) dismally dangerous.


  ‘Naturally! A lad with a future has to look after himself! Back in Rome, as his first stepping stone into public life he marries the serious daughter of a rather dull senator, then promptly gets elected to the senate himself – first attempt; the rich boy’s privilege.’


  At this point I reached forward and gave myself more wine. Anacrites remained silent, savouring his, so I let myself paint in some colouring I thought he might not know: ‘The Senator’s safe-looking daughter was a mistake; four years into their marriage she smacked Pertinax with an unexpected notice of divorce.’


  ‘Really!’ smiled Anacrites in his silky way. It was part of his mystique as a spy to know more about other people than they knew about themselves. Even so, I knew more than he did about the ex-wife of Atius Pertinax.


  One thing I knew was that a fortnight ago she seduced a citizen called Falco – much against his better judgement, though not at all against his will.


  I drained off my glass. Staring at it, I went on. ‘I met Pertinax, once.’


  ‘In your work? What was he like?’


  ‘Describing him politely is more than I can manage without another drink!’ This time we both squeezed the sweet amber from its silver samovar. Anacrites, who liked to appear civilized, took warm water in his. I watched him dip his wrist gracefully to regulate the drips from a jewelled jug, then swirl the liquors to mix them in his glass. I had my water the way I like it, in a separate cup.


  I enjoyed my wine for a moment, ignoring the water, then said of Pertinax: ‘Vicious. A real thresher shark! By the time I blundered into him he was an aedile –’ Junior law enforcement officer, in support of a district magistrate. ‘Pertinax had me arrested on a pretext and badly beaten up, then his friendly subordinates wrecked my apartment and tore my furniture apart.’


  ‘Did you make a complaint?’


  ‘Against a senator?’ I scoffed. ‘And see the magistrate turn out to be his uncle, who would dump me in prison for contempt?’


  ‘So the aedile used his baton on you, and now in return,’ Anacrites suggested, glancing round, ‘you’re rifling through his honour’s Macedonian curios!’


  ‘Rough justice,’ I smiled, handling the spiralled white stem of my wineglass delicately.


  ‘Apt!’ I could see speculation working in his pale eyes. ‘So, you met Pertinax  . . .’ I guessed what was coming. ‘Rumour has it you are no stranger to his wife?’


  ‘I’ve done work for her. Hasty temper and high principles – not your type!’ I insulted him calmly.


  ‘Is she yours?’


  ‘Hardly! She’s a senator’s daughter. I pee in the gutter, scratch my backside in public, and have been known to lick my plate.’


  ‘Ha! She never remarried. I reckon this divorce of theirs may have been some kind of blind—’


  ‘Nix!’ I snorted. ‘Pertinax was arrested because his ex-wife reported him.’


  Anacrites looked sore. ‘No one saw fit to warn me of that! I was all set to march in and interrogate the woman—’


  ‘Best of luck!’ I said drily.


  ‘Why expose him? Vindictiveness?’


  A fair question; yet my hackles rose. ‘Politics. Her family supports Vespasian. She never realized that if Pertinax was clapped in prison his cronies would muffle him before he could be interrogated—’


  The spy winced; he knew how his enforcement colleagues extracted information in the quiet privacy of a jail cell. ‘So, Pertinax Marcellus – Hail and Farewell!’ cried Anacrites with mock reverence.


  Personally, I’d rather find my way across the Styx with no passport at all, than be handed into Hades with the blessing of the Emperor’s Chief Spy.


  It was time for Anacrites to report to the Emperor. Momus was asleep, his dirty toes turned out.


  Anacrites looked at me from that smooth, cynical face; I decided I could work with him – so long as I always kept one hop ahead.


  ‘You’re assessing me for Vespasian,’ I suggested, ‘while Momus—’


  ‘Puts in a nightly report on us both!’ Anacrites breathed with clerkish contempt. His light eyebrows lifted scornfully. ‘So, Marcus Didius Falco, where does that place you?’


  ‘Just settling old scores with Pertinax!’


  Anacrites could not bring himself to trust me; sensible lad. Nor, needless to say, did I trust him.


  Tonight when he got up to leave I unravelled my crumpled toga and tagged along. We went out very quietly, leaving Momus behind, fast asleep.


  VII


  A warm May night in Rome. We paused on the doorstep, and sniffed the air. A faint spattering of tiny stars hung above the twin peaks of the Capitol. An aroma of hot forcemeat sausage made me suddenly ravenous. Music sounded in the far distance, while the night was alive with the laughter of men who had nothing to regret.


  Anacrites and I set off down the Vicus Longus briskly, to deter unwelcome night trade. We passed the Forum on our right and entered the Palatine complex via the Clivus Victoriae. Above us the official suites looked cheerfully lit, though if the Emperor or his sons had been entertaining their banquets had already broken up; our painful new dynasty kept its state in respectable style.


  At the Cryptoporticus, Nero’s grand galleried entrance, the Praetorians let us through with a nod. We went up. The first people we encountered, and the last I wanted to see, were the Senator Camillus Verus and his daughter Helena.


  I swallowed, with one cheek tightening; Anacrites smiled understandingly (rot him!) and made a swift exit.


  The Senator had a fluffed-up, formal, newly laundered look. I winked at his daughter affectionately, even in front of him; she gave me a faint, rather troubled smile. Strong looks and a strong character: a girl you could take anywhere – so long as the people who lived there did not mind being told frankly what was wrong with their lives. Helena was austerely swathed in grey, her feet kicking at the heavy, flounced hem of a woman who had been married, her dark head topped by a pointed plain gold diadem. The scroll which Camillus was carrying said they had been here to petition the Emperor, and I could guess their plea: Camillus Verus was a stalwart supporter of Vespasian; he had had a brother who had not been. The brother conspired against the new Flavian dynasty; was exposed, killed, and left to lie where he fell. I had been wondering how long it would take for the Senator to decide his brother’s soul was his responsibility. Now I knew: eleven days. He had come to ask Vespasian for the warehouse corpse.


  ‘Here’s Falco!’ I heard Helena say, chivvying her father. ‘He’ll find out for us—’


  The Senator’s wife was a supportive woman but I could see why it was his daughter he brought today. Beneath her quiet public manner Helena Justina always meant business. Luckily she was still preoccupied after their mission in the throne room and barely reacted to meeting me. Her father explained their presence; he told me the Emperor was being difficult (not surprisingly); then Helena waded in, wanting me to investigate.


  ‘That rather cuts across me working for the Palace—’


  ‘When did that stop you?’ Camillus himself assaulted me cheerfully; I grinned, but let their proffered commission drop.


  ‘Sir, if your brother has been bundled into oblivion by a gang of off-duty Prætorians will it really make you feel better if you know?’ Helena fell ominously silent. It boded ill for somebody; I guessed who. I tried not to remember the sordid details of her uncle’s end, in case she read my face.


  I gestured in the direction Anacrites had taken, implying urgent business elsewhere. Camillus asked me to remain with Helena while he organized their transport. He rushed away.


  We two stood there, in one of those Palace corridors that was so wide it was almost a room in itself, while occasional officials passed to and fro. I had no intention of ending our tender relationship beneath the tawdry glitter of a Neronian reception hall, so I looked tough and said nothing.


  ‘You know!’ Helena accused me levelly, while she was still watching her father out of earshot.


  ‘If I do, I’m not allowed to say.’


  She glanced at me with a look that would wither the spines on a porcupine.


  While the subject died quietly between us I enjoyed myself surveying her. The cumbersome folds of her matronly stole only emphasized the warm curves they were meant to disguise, and which I had found myself possessing so unexpectedly two weeks before. Her presence tonight had enveloped me with the familiar sense that we both knew each other better than we would ever know anyone else (and yet neither of us had discovered the half of it  . . .). ‘This is how I like you,’ I teased. ‘All big brown eyes and blazing indignation!’


  ‘Spare me the disreputable dialogue! I imagined,’ her ladyship informed me in a taut voice, ‘I might have seen you before this.’


  She had on her sweet look of wariness in public places, which always made me step closer protectively. With one finger I stroked very gently from the soft hollow of her temple to the fine contour of her jaw. She allowed it with a stubbornness that implied complete indifference, but her cheek whitened beneath my touch. ‘I was thinking of you, Helena.’


  ‘Thinking of dropping me?’ It had taken me ten days to make up my mind not to see her again – and ten seconds to decide not to leave. ‘Oh I know!’ she continued angrily. ‘This is May. That was April. I was the girl in last month’s adventure! All you wanted—’


  ‘You know damn well what I wanted!’ I cut in. ‘It’s another thing I am not supposed to tell you,’ I said more quietly. ‘But believe me, lady, I thought the world of you.’


  ‘And now you’ve forgotten,’ Helena argued bitterly. ‘Or at least, you want me to forget—’


  Just as I was about to demonstrate how much I remembered and how little I intended either of us to forget, the brisk figure of her illustrious father hove into view again.


  ‘I’ll come and see you,’ I promised Helena in an undertone. ‘There are things I need to talk about—’


  ‘Oh there are some things you can say to us?’ She deliberately let her father overhear. Camillus must have seen we were quarrelling, a fact he treated with a nervous diffidence which belied his true character. When occasion demanded he was forceful enough.


  Before Helena could forestall me I told him, ‘Your brother’s soul was taken care of with the necessary reverence. If the underworld really exists, he is lounging on the grass in Hades, throwing sticks for Cerberus. Don’t ask how I know.’


  He accepted it more readily than Helena did. I parted from them tersely, making it plain I had to work.


  I rejoined Anacrites, to wait outside the Emperor’s room with that tension no one quite loses when visiting a highly important man; being the bugs in favour can easily change. Anacrites groomed a fingernail between his teeth. I felt dismal. Vespasian liked me. He usually showed it by confronting me with impossible tasks for which I earned hardly any cash.


  We were called in. Court chamberlains avoided us as if we carried the sores of an Eastern disease.


  Vespasian was not one of your spindly, stringy-necked aristocrats, but a burly ex-general. His lavish purple tunic sat on him as casually as brown country frieze. He had a reputation for struggling to power on mortgages and credit, but he loved showing off as Emperor, throwing himself into the work with a grasp no Caesar since Augustus had shown.


  ‘Camillus Verus has been here!’ he exclaimed at me. ‘And that daughter of his!’ The Emperor sounded snappy; he knew my involvement with the lady, and disapproved. ‘I said I had nothing to tell them.’


  ‘So did I!’ I assured him, ruefully.


  He glared at me, as if our predicament was my fault, then settled down. ‘What’s to report?’


  I left Anacrites the subtle pleasure of fibbing to the lord of the world. ‘Making progress, sir!’ He sounded so efficient my stomach rebelled.


  ‘Found any evidence yet?’ crackled Vespasian.


  ‘A denunciation of Pertinax Marcellus by his ex-wife—’


  I was furious to see my private information about Helena being paraded, but the Emperor leapt in first: ‘Leave the Camillus girl out of it!’ (I had not told Anacrites Vespasian and Helena’s father were on such friendly terms; he had not asked.)


  ‘Very good, sir.’ The spy adjusted his tone. ‘After Nero, new Emperors rattled out like barroom dice; I imagine these misguided souls underestimated your staying power—’


  ‘They want a snob with fancy ancestors!’ Vespasian scoffed caustically. He was famous for his down-to-earth attitude.


  ‘And a few touches of madness,’ I murmured, ‘to increase the Senate’s confidence!’ Vespasian pressed his mouth together. Like most people, he thought my republican passions indicated a cracked brain. A difficult moment prickled us all.


  Eventually the Emperor remarked, ‘What I will not excuse, is the fact that these traitors tried to seduce my younger son!’ It was hard to credit serious contenders with trying to make young Domitian Caesar a puppet emperor; to Domitian, however, who had a popular and virile elder brother, usurping the natural order always seemed a brilliant idea. He was twenty; there were decades of disruption in him yet.


  Anacrites and I stared down at the floor. Superior workmanship and oozing with good taste: Alexandrian mosaic – a big, bold, serpentine pattern in black and cream.


  ‘You cannot blame me for defending my own!’ the fond father insisted. We shook our heads sombrely. He knew we both thought Domitian Caesar was a toad. The old man restrained himself. Neither Vespasian nor his first son Titus ever criticized Domitian in public with so much as a sour look (though it’s my belief they roughed him up fairly frankly behind closed doors).


  The fact that Atius Pertinax had been in league with the Emperor’s precious son was why Anacrites was tweaking over his papers with silver tongs. For one thing, if we found any evidence against his boy, Vespasian wanted it destroyed.


  ‘So!’ he exclaimed, growing bored with speculating. ‘The plot’s dead: forget it.’ The tone of the briefing changed. ‘Rome is stuck with me! My predecessor resigned with good grace—’


  That was one view of it. The last Emperor Vitellius had been murdered by the Forum mob, his legions surrendered, his son was a babe in arms, and his daughter was swiftly married off by Vespasian with an enormous dowry that would tie her husband up for years, gratefully counting it.


  Vespasian sucked his teeth in an angry mood. ‘This fiasco has left me with four empty seats
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