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Author’s Preface

This novel was written by a human being with no use of AI. The only tools deployed were those needed for true originality, such as Imagination, Vocabulary, Observation, Memory, Judgement, Selection, Sensible Grammar and Rebellious Breaking of Rules. Nobody else’s creativity was plundered to form the words and sentences, the plot, the characters, people’s motives and emotions or time past and present. The ideas are mine. Especially the cheeky ones.

A real person wrote this story for you. Its aim is your entertainment and escape. Perhaps in a dark hour it may offer solace too. If it makes you laugh, if it makes you think, if it makes you glad we have communicated, then what we used to know as humanity will remain alive.
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A murderer needs to know that any body he is dumping will probably be found by a dog-walker. All depositions are at risk. A shallow ditch in a field, tangles of brushwood along forest tracks or bare spots on isolated hills are no safer than urban haunts, like the shadows under a bridge, the cold steps of temples, or smelly back alleys between abandoned workshops. Along we come: pedestrians with snooping pets.

Where a cadaver has been left, our intrigued mutts nose in. Large or small, smooth or shaggy, doggies involve themselves with finds that ought not to be there. Foul odours, scattered bones, lost property or simply an aura of bad deeds committed by humans attract their interest. Either they fetch us, or we arrive anyway, looking for them. Soon ‘What have you got there, you rascal?’ is followed by ‘Drop it!’

Slowly we absorb the situation: for once they are not worrying goats or being chased by geese; they haven’t disturbed a couple canoodling against a local fountain; nor is that fat slattern at the bakery feeding them stale tarts that will give them diarrhoea. This is something abnormal, and it’s nasty.

We take a few heartbeats to decide what to do. If the killer is lucky, we grab our dogs’ collars and haul them away, bolting for home and pretending we saw nothing.

Unfortunately, with Barley her owner is different. I am even more nosy than my dog. Trouble has a way of flying towards me. Then I like to sort it out. I call this work; I am sometimes even paid for it. Making matters worse, my current husband was recently a magistrate – that marvel, a pious one. He married me for affection and sex, perhaps with vague hopes of my father’s money, but certainly because he was thirty-six and lonely. He wanted a friend to talk to; he knew that we shared attitudes to many things, which included civic duty.

So: I find it hard to ignore an abandoned corpse.
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The stole in which I concealed myself like a modest matron was in fact constructed too heavily, so my mother left it at the Saepta Julia, to use if the weather suddenly changed. Helena Justina was never a fan of hairy wool, not to mention attached tinkly things. Anina Perpetua’s agent had a different style. It looked surreptitious yet, when an encounter seemed promising, the jingling roundels could be made to attract notice. Or if I had to leave an encounter in a hurry, I could dump the stole back at the auction house and few people who had seen it were likely to remember me.

I was approaching the residence in company. A parade of people, mainly men – though not all – was making a solemn entrance. These devotees seemed slightly higher in status than the crowd at the Circus Maximus. However, I was among people from the racing world, where even the better dressed smacked of having won large bets to gain their current status. Theirs was not old money, inherited from generations of snobbish worthies with statues in the Forum. Any togas or tunics that bore purple stripes were a badge of this particular faction, never the banding of an official. Still, I felt at home; charioteers and their associates ranked as social outcasts, along with gladiators, prostitutes, actors, bar staff – and, unfortunately, informers.

The porch was floored in massive sheets of grey marble. The doors were huge worked-metal artefacts, almost as fancy as those bronzes on the Senate House. Passing through, we went into an atrium, lofty and spacious. It had columns that were worthy of a giant Egyptian temple, which could well be where they had come from. Curtains, screens and garlands of cypress hung everywhere. The hall was kept dark, which increased silence and solemnity. On an unusually high table with swags of dark material, a large bier held the dead driver. Surrounding banks of green foliage kept people slightly back as they peered reverentially at the corpse. I reckoned I knew why it had been positioned almost too awkwardly for viewing.

In the dim interior, I could make out little more of Lepo’s features than I had seen last night at the Circus. He was obviously young, of course, long in the body, had the neat barbering I remembered, and seemed to have been olive-skinned. He was now clad in his driving uniform: he wore a short tunic in the purple colour of his faction, laced around the chest with several leather straps; more tight bindings around his thighs secured his leg-protectors; he had shoulder pads, and the distinctive cap that drivers wear, round, close-fitting and flat-topped. His racing goad lay upon his chest like a sceptre, but I saw no falx.

A scarf hid his neck.

Mourners were being gently relieved of their tributes. I hung on to mine. Faces the ushers recognised gained a right of entry, slipping into an inner peristyle. The normal sightlines of the house were closed off, but through a narrow gap I saw cloaks taken and nips of liquor offered. Within, Pedanius must privately be greeting those he saw as important, thanking them for their condolences. The rest of us were steered subtly past uniformed slaves. We circled the bier and its contents on our way to making an exit back to the porch. I won’t say we were hurried but there wasn’t time to eat a flatbread (as one man was trying to do). The point was to say we had attended, not to pause for thought, however solemn.

I was reluctant to be shifted on. I happened to notice an elderly woman, clad in simple black with a plain floor-length veil over her head, who looked like a slave of the household. Alone, she stood close, attending to the heavy folds of a cloth that covered the funeral bier. The rich pleats that hung over the sides were perfectly neat, yet she touched them with a tenderness I noted.

As the train of well-wishers continued moving past me, I sidestepped surreptitiously. I tightened my stole. Lost in its rough folds, my little face might not be identified. As if I had missed the regular tribute-takers, I approached the old lady and offered my little alabaster box. ‘Forgive me, may I leave this with you?’

Her hand shook as she took it. Though determined, she was barely managing to hold together her emotions. Her face was soft and sweet yet etched with heartbreak. Neither household nor visitors had been taking any notice of her, yet I could tell Lepo meant more to this woman than to anyone else here. I said quietly that I was sorry for the tragedy – then I was ready with open arms to collect her as she gave way to her emotions and broke down. Against my shoulder she was tiny. Suddenly she could no longer resist the tears; her grief was desperate.

While I held her, other people continued walking past. I bent my head over hers while the first barrage of sobs burst out. Then, as she settled somewhat, I looked over at a group of flunkeys by the peristyle. As I sent a silent message, one signalled back to me: he waved an arm to bring her there and be more private. Gently I led the old woman away from the bier and into the interior garden. I half expected to be relieved of my new duty, but no one came to take over. Across from the entrance, I could see men gathered in sad conversation among topiary and a fountain. I turned away from them to a quiet corner where I had noticed a bench.

I sat the woman down while I perched beside her. From the satchel I generally carry I pulled out a napkin into which she could weep. I held her hand. I saw no need to speak. I could not tell whether I was any comfort, but she knew I was there. Although I was a stranger, she was accepting my presence, clutching me intently.

Eventually her helpless weeping ended. Exhausted, the woman leaned back her head, simply staring up at the dull sky. Her veil fell. Under it she had thin grey hair, neatly combed from a central parting and fastened at her neck. Had she done that herself this morning, exercising rigid control, even after she must have been told what had happened? If women looked after her, none was in evidence here.

While she was recovering, I took the opportunity to leave her briefly. I went up to a slave who was holding a tray of drinks in small silver tots. It was clear that, although they had not come across to us, staff were aware of what was happening in our corner; the boy turned to me immediately so I could take one of the drinks. After I gave it to the woman, she sipped it all down.

‘Another? More?’ She shook her head. I took the tot, which I stowed further along the bench.

‘He was the most beautiful child,’ she said. It confirmed what I had suspected: she was either his nurse or a relative.

Then she started. I simply let her talk. It was as if, while memories stayed fresh in her mind, she needed to relive his entire life. People in grief do this – it seems a way to capture the past while they fear everything may too quickly fade. So, this woman whose position was still uncertain, told me the intimate history of fourteen-year-old Lepo, the Purples’ crack driver.
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Lepo had been a beautiful baby, delightful to see and with a happy temperament, who gave his mother no trouble. Even while teething he rarely cried. I heard about his toys and his tumbles. He ate what he was given, he played nicely with other children, he came through the usual childhood illnesses without too much anxiety. The first time he was ever in a chariot happened when his mother had taken him to the stables, where of his own accord he clambered into a quadriga that was standing there, and tried to reach up to the reins. He wouldn’t be lifted out, protesting loudly until a trainee called Alceius climbed in and held him up in his arms so he could see the view that a driver would have. At the time, Lepo was just three years old. ‘Alceius was ten years older, but very good with him.’

At five the child was taken to watch races at festivals. He stayed all day, even falling asleep in his seat, but he refused to go home early. By seven he was solemnly discussing horses’ form and drivers’ performance like a grown man. He studied tactics. All his conversation was of races he had seen or how he expected the next ones to turn out. He was famously critical of vehicles, equine teams and, in particular, substandard drivers. By nine he could hardly wait to be old enough to start his own training. As soon as Domitian founded the Purple faction his chance came, when Pedanius became their head man, dominus factionis.

Apparently, Pedanius had been a very famous driver in his time, but retired from the track after more than a hundred wins and later grasped the opportunity to take on a wider, weightier role running the new faction. Domitian must like him. That could end up being a death sentence.

Because of his own experience, Pedanius not only carried out organisation, interface with the public and negotiation with sponsors, which any entrepreneur leading a faction normally did. He dominated everything else too, controlling all decisions on who drove in each race and the tactics his team used. The drivers’ coach and horses’ trainer had to give way to him. The word ‘interference’ came to mind, but I let this pass and encouraged more talk of Lepo. It was a decision of Pedanius that Lepo had started driving when almost still a child; in so far as he needed any training, Pedanius personally supervised.

At twelve, the youngest possible age, the boy had had his first race as a junior; he lost heavily and was devastated. Pedanius had had harsh words for him. Six months later at thirteen Lepo was a winner. As his career progressed, he was clearly destined to become the darling of the Circus crowd, fêted, feasted, followed intently, showered with gifts. Even though still driving two-horse teams it seemed impossible for him to lose a race. He drove brilliantly, with skills, intelligence, courage and assurance. He understood the dynamics of his biga and had a favourite horse, Furiosus. It was prophesied that he would have a spectacular future.

‘But he had a close rival?’ I interposed gently.

‘Lepo was the best!’ My companion was definite, though she seemed unwilling to be drawn. For the first time her expression closed slightly. ‘There is always rivalry.’

I pressed the point, with care. ‘Someone in the Golds?’

‘Pacatus is their main driver. He keeps his head down and gets on with it.’ In this company even an old lady knew the qualities and statistics. But was she avoiding the issue?

‘Pacatus is their quadriga champion, I know. I meant, don’t the Golds have someone of similar standing? A young rival to Lepo?’

‘That would be Agathon,’ she now agreed. Interestingly, there was no suggestion this had mattered to Lepo or his team, no resentment either, that I could detect. If Agathon had posed a threat, nobody listening would have known it.

When there was no further comment, I was blunt: ‘People at large seem to have decided something horrible: that it was Agathon who killed Lepo yesterday.’ I presumed the old lady had already been told of this public assumption, for I could see no change in her expression. Nor did she comment. Eventually I added, ‘But how can they know?’

‘The truth will come out,’ was her answer. She spoke the words without passion, a cliché that any stranger might have uttered.

‘What will the Purples do about this?’

‘Whatever is necessary.’

‘Pedanius will decide?’

‘Pedanius,’ she agreed.

She was blanking me. I could not really be surprised. Nobody in the dead driver’s faction was likely to come out openly and say they were intending retribution. In advance they would want to keep their intentions close; afterwards they would feign innocence. Plans put together by angry men might be kept secret from their womenfolk in theory. Mind you, women who were close would probably know what was afoot.

I had to be careful not to show that I was asking questions on behalf of the Golds. So I pretended to drop any interest in rivalry, saying, ‘I am sorry, I don’t even know your name?’

‘I am Lepina Philocle. You?’

‘I am called Syntrophia.’ This served, on occasions. ‘My patroness, Anina Perpetua, sent me to bring her condolences.’ I paused as if deciding something. ‘I was to have approached the Purple faction on her behalf, regarding possible sponsorship – but, of course, that will have to wait now for a better time.’

Lepina Philocle stood up. ‘You had better come and meet my son,’ she said.

I had to do rapid mental preparations as she led me straight across the centre of the peristyle garden towards the dominus factionis, Pedanius.
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He must have been in his forties. In Rome this was the age for high command. Praetors, generals, shooting-star consuls. Occasionally emperors. And apparently the slave-born head of a racing faction. He wore the equestrian gold ring now, but that changed nothing about his origins. He might dine with senators but they would never let him marry in.

While I was looking today at the crime scene under the Circus Maximus, I thought this man had been leading that special group who were paying respects where Lepo died. I had been too far away to tell for certain but it would make sense. His head had been covered then, but his build seemed familiar. He was tall and strong in the body. He had a very square face and high square forehead. He was losing his hair somewhat but still had a full dark beard. I knew he must have had the humblest of origins. Now he stood with feet planted and carried himself with a swagger. His dress was good quality, though not ostentatious, apart from one large chalcedony ring. You could see from his stance how he would have looked when he was a driver.

At his mother’s purposeful approach other people moved aside. This was the first real sign of anyone paying attention to her.

‘Where is he?’ Pedanius asked her, not specifying who. It was a private question. When he spoke he sounded somewhat like our Baetican olive-oil heiress, though not quite; I wondered if he originally came from Lusitania.

‘Gone to his room. Crying.’ They must be talking about somebody close.

Pedanius let out a short grunt, unquantifiable. He then stared at me, waiting to be told who I was and why I had been brought across the garden to him.

I introduced myself. ‘Syntrophia. I am acting as agent for a lady of standing, Anina Perpetua.’

He snorted. ‘Never heard of her.’

‘That is how she likes it. Very discreet. Forgive me for intruding. I was sent to bring her condolences.’

‘What else?’ He was peremptory. I felt his normal way of talking would be to shout people down.

‘Originally, I was asked to approach you over a possibility of sponsorship.’

‘From a woman? Why racing?’

‘Her late husband’s interest.’

‘Excellent! Who was he?’

‘I believe a man of great influence. He died years ago.’ Father and I had created a curriculum vitae for the spouse, but it was better not to specify lest it be checked.

‘What was his team?’ Anyone who predeceased the establishment of the Purples and Golds must have followed the Reds, Whites, Greens or Blues.

‘I’m afraid I don’t know. I became a negotiator some while after my principal was widowed.’

He nodded. That made sense. The husband was bound to have kept her out of it while he lived. ‘Now she owns the money?’

‘He left her everything.’

‘What’s her interest in track events?’

‘She follows. She has charged me with finding out whether, or how, she can speculate – she wonders whether a gift of good horses might be welcomed, for instance – but obviously this is not the day even to think about that.’ Respect for the Purples’ bereavement would help me avoid too much discussion.

‘She follows my faction?’

‘I believe so. Before it was formed, I think her favourite was the Blues.’ May as well give Perpetua our family’s loyalty.

I would not be the first negotiator who approached a faction on behalf of somebody with high social status. Involvement in racing, with its associations of gambling and slavery, was frowned upon, even though many with aristocratic pretensions did it. I knew that might include women, though discreetly. Women had to keep out of sight in most kinds of business. That was in men’s eyes, of course. We just ploughed on regardless. If we were good at what we did, nobody stopped us. Outside Rome women endowed temples, financed civic buildings, even had statues put up in public spaces. In Rome, you had to be imperial and let a male relation honour you. You probably had to be dead first.

‘Is she properly equipped?’ asked Pedanius, bluntly. I smiled, giving him a gracious head-slide to indicate absolutely rolling. He carried on drily, ‘But does she know how much we’ll need?’

‘I need report back what kind of donation or investment would be suitable,’ I answered, keeping it firm, though staying quiet. ‘You will have to suggest to me what is appropriate.’

‘What are you authorised to spend?’

‘Nothing at all at this stage. But no limits have been set for any preliminary talks.’

He changed tack, seeming to drop his resistance. ‘What’s she like?’

‘Generous. I don’t know her well personally. I am usually instructed by intermediaries.’

‘But you have met her?’

‘Once or twice. I imagine she wanted to see if she liked me, weigh up my talents. Now that she trusts me with her business, I am called in for work via messengers. Her estates are far apart. This saves expense and time.’

Pedanius stared. ‘You? You operate in Rome?’

‘Substantially.’ I needed to fudge where I actually lived. ‘Hometown Fidenae.’ That was where Tiberius hailed from; I knew enough about it to bluff if questioned. ‘Once married, in the north.’ Lentullus, my first husband, had given me rustic farming stories – also naval anecdotes. I would have to hint he was some sort of admiral, not a standard marine. ‘I just blew in from Campania for this particular commission.’

Pedanius was still considering. ‘I shall need more details.’

‘I have references.’

He kept staring. He was not intending to follow up any recommendations I produced; he knew they would be fixed. He would check for himself. By the time he did, I would have vanished, taking my mythical patroness with me.

‘I will not trouble you now,’ I said, once more making it sound considerate. ‘Another day.’

‘As you say,’ the head of faction growled. ‘Not the day. Lepo is murdered. Not – the – day!’ He was revealing grief in this slow, stilted repetition. However, to my surprise, he demanded in a clearer voice, ‘So, rich lady’s agent, do you want a tour of my stables?’ I noted my.

‘Inappropriate today?’ I was dying to go, yet still assumed the tactful role.

He shrugged. ‘Nothing going on. Not today . . . You may as well.’ He signalled, calling up a slave. ‘Zenon will take you, show you what we have. He knows how to give you a walk-through. Just go where he takes you and leave when he says. Don’t touch anything, don’t pinch mementos, don’t talk to my people. Don’t frighten the horses. Don’t frighten my drivers! Don’t try to pick my servant’s brains. Zenon can understand six languages but he won’t speak. His tongue has been ripped out.’

The last, shocking, remark was addressed more to Zenon than to me, as if it was an instruction for him to keep silent in my company. I could not tell whether I was intended to take it as a fact or a joke. It might even be some kind of warning: factions were not to be messed with if my supposed patron was a dilettante or time-waster.

I played the stalwart professional, tightened my mouth slightly but otherwise showed no reaction. I hoped that listening, unmoved by drama, would imply honest character.

So, I bowed my head politely to Lepina Philocle. I left her standing beside her son, the faction commander, while I followed their slave.
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The ancient Field of Mars occupies the great bend in the Tiber that curls around north of the civic heart of Rome. Originally used as a muster ground when hostile tribes had to be fought on an annual basis, it was dedicated to the god of war and remained in public ownership for many centuries. More recently parcels of land were sold off for high-end apartments and mansions, one of which Pedanius had acquired. The area remained a showpiece for ambitious men of power, historical heroes in their own eyes, as they used their conquered wealth to build monuments that would glorify their names: Pompey, Augustus, Agrippa . . . Domitian had now contributed, creating his beautiful Odeon and Stadium, and enlarging the Temple of Isis and Serapis.

Magnificence did not entirely hold sway. Once four and now six racing-faction headquarters had grown like fungal excrescences on this flat, damp area below the heights of Capitol Hill. Where the Campus Martius fringed the river, trains of horses were brought before festivals; almost a thousand might be deployed in a major event and they congregated here. Watched by groups of supporters, they were exercised and trialled with chariots on a stretch of land around the inner bend of the Tiber, which was called the Trigarium. Earlier this year I had been there, observing the scene of a gruesome gangland killing. That crime fitted the underbelly of this place. If you cared to look, listen or smell, the famous Field of Mars was grey, ominous and, despite its gorgeous architecture, stank of dung and murky doings in equal measure. The Campus Martius flies were notorious. You were as likely to meet a dirty man with a very smelly bucket as a clean-cut togate type. Along with the bucket man, you would be growled at by his starving whippet.

Racing stables fought for their place. Half hidden near to the elegant theatres, baths, voting halls and temples stood low-level clusters of unwelcoming sheds; they jostled the Gardens of Agrippa, which occupied a swathe of ground on the Tiber’s bank. These housed the fabulous Circus Maximus racehorses when they were not at their training yards out in the country. Coming and going were scores of attendants, with often mysterious equine jobs. Their outhouses were shoved up against noble architecture as if slyly aiming to take over. Flea-ridden used straw was regularly piled on marble pavements or in great ceremonial roads. The attached men roamed around shabbily, but with the arrogance of kings.

At the Purples’ headquarters, we passed through small gatherings of the public. They were quiet and respectful, paying no attention to a woman and a slave. The building’s exterior had symbols of its role, to which had been added fresh boughs of cypress. An arch provided room for a convoy of chariots to depart for the Circus on race days, though otherwise there were blank walls, broken only by small, iron-barred windows. The exterior gave the impression that this was an unappealing huddle, though once through the gates everything opened up inside. If it wasn’t grand, at least it strove to be businesslike. Today no one was using the gymnasium equipment or even grooming horses. They had obvious security guards, cudgelled up, who were watching what went on, especially by the entrance. The manager’s office beside the main gate was empty.

Led by Zenon, I passed loose-boxes with mangers; many were empty, though my townee’s nose could smell recent occupation. Yesterday’s runners must already have been thinned out and sent back to some estate. However, since the ‘stables’ acted as a clubhouse, its personnel were there in force. I presumed more than normal had gathered after news reached them of their driver’s murder. Men were standing about morosely, some conversing in low voices. Not all of them looked like hangers-on; some were workers, though carrying out tasks listlessly.

There was no point in usual lines of enquiry. I had to presume that these set-faced fellows were all loyal to Lepo, so even if I had been allowed to conduct interviews, no one there would have been responsible for killing him. Certainly no one would admit it. Nor did I think any of these subdued personnel would give me any hint if they were suspicious of a mad or maverick colleague.

I had no chance to ask. All I could do was to absorb as much as possible. Mostly I had little idea whether the people I saw were trainers, trainees, established drivers, grooms, stable-boys, saddlers, farriers, blacksmiths, horse doctors or vehicle managers. They all wore the same kind of clothes and had the same depressed expressions. Perhaps today especially they had no interest in me. Being taken around by Zenon made me part of the background for them; most hardly noticed me or spoke. I could tell that would-be sponsors must be brought on tours fairly often, in the same way that suppliers probably were. It was standard practice. An honour to be allowed in, yet carefully controlled. Anyone sent by Pedanius would go back to him for discussions and decisions.

A couple of younger types whistled on principle at a female’s presence, though they did not follow my progress. I felt safe, though a little uncomfortable. If anything, the horses showed most curiosity, though on their terms. Even they looked away disdainfully if I considered paying them attention. They all appeared to know they were top-class and I might not be.

At one stall, two bay horses were being petted by a sad stable-boy. They were red-brown with black points to their manes, tails, ears and lower legs. One had a rare white flash on its face and a label carved into the lintel of its door: Furiosus. That was the name of Lepo’s favourite, I had been told. Since Furiosus was trembling I had an excuse to say to the boy, ‘He knows! The poor thing, he knows Lepo isn’t coming. We had spare carrots at home. I wish I’d brought him some.’

‘You can’t feed them!’ The boy jumped in horror. Chubby and definitely tear-stained, he wore half of an old tunic and had straw in his hair. For a moment I thought he was giving me some instruction for the animal’s health, then I caught on that bringing in treats was forbidden. ‘Oh, no! That’s terrible. Would people try to drug or poison them?’

At my side, the slave Zenon jerked his head angrily. I had to move along. But I turned back slightly first, to say pleasantly to the stable-boy, ‘It was good to meet you. My name is Syntrophia.’

Unaware that I was forbidden to talk, he mumbled that he was Fadus. I smiled, then meekly accompanied my guide as he rushed me through the rest of the building. We zipped past a row of chariots, both two- and four-horse sizes, plus one that was even larger. A standard quadriga was being taken apart by several men, leaning over it intently. I was not invited to inspect any of the lightweight speedy vehicles.

Walking fast, Zenon took me outside the clubhouse via a back exit. He probably went on purpose along a badly slurried walkway. I tightened my grip on the hems of my tunic and Mother’s wrap without protest, as if marching across filthy yards came naturally. Well, Hades, I was an informer: muddy access routes to unfriendly locations were genuinely nothing new. Besides, I used to live in Fountain Court. Before that putrid alley was gentrified so some incomer senator could live there, its foul puddles had ruined many shoes. My main concern was to ensure I did not slip over on the wet slick Zenon marched me across.

Since I was clearly being dispatched, I ventured to ask him, ‘Zenon, do people in the Purple faction think Agathon murdered Lepo?’

He was still playing dumb.

He indicated that his task was ended. I should leave. He had no intention of taking me back to Pedanius. I did not tip him. As he cantered back inside the stables, looking happier now he had shed me, someone called to him. Tongue or no tongue officially, I was sure I heard him answer.

Dumped alone in an unfamiliar side-street, I turned back briefly to survey this rump end of the faction headquarters. It had another wide opening; like those at the front, its double gates could be heavily barred. Even here, a small group of local fans clustered outside in the aftermath of Lepo’s death, although they just stood as if waiting for something to happen. Nothing did. Only two men swinging an empty wooden bucket came up and tried asking for something at the exit, but they were sent away by a guard, disappointed.

Thoughtful, I moved to the corner and began walking. It took some moments to get my bearings. Pretty soon I knew by instinct that I was being followed.
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I wrapped Mother’s stole tighter and kept walking. I went at a steady pace, not leisurely but unhurried. I did not look behind. There was no need; my pursuer stayed at a distance, and I wanted to give the impression I had not noticed.

This was a bad area to find myself in trouble. No one would help. No Campus Martius locals would care to get involved; whatever happened next, witnesses would melt away. I had better not be attacked. My husband would have no idea where to look for me.

I was trying to stay upbeat. Nevertheless, I realised that whoever was slinking behind me might have done the same with Lepo yesterday. I carried a small knife in my satchel, but I would not bring it out; I did not want it snatched and used against me.

If driver-rivalry had led to Lepo’s death, the Purples would be on the alert for more trouble from the Golds. I suspected Pedanius had ordered this tail, to check on me. Was he simply assessing my offer of sponsorship from ‘Anina Perpetua’ – or had he formed suspicions that I worked for rivals? If so, how far would he go to get rid of me?

My position was seriously unsafe. I desperately considered options. Due east, beyond Agrippa’s lake, stood the familiar Saepta Julia. Every limb of me wanted to hasten there to seek safety at the auction house. My brain steadily warned against it. I had to avoid letting Pedanius link me to any of my own people. The Purples must not find out who I was.

I wondered about heading into the Porticus of Pompey. It had a long colonnade on the north side, where I might lose the pursuit among the hundred columns, with an alternative option of interior gardens and galleries. Lovers held secret assignations there; custodians would deny it, but the elegant public grounds were landscaped for hiding. I ruled it out, however. Too many people knew me. I had spent a lot of time there at family auctions. It meant too high a risk of someone shouting, ‘Flavia Albia! How’s that old crook, your father?’ A risk, too, of running into a bear-hug and banter from Falco himself, before I could warn him that Anina Perpetua was live today and I, as her agent, was leading around a tail.

What would my pa do in this situation? Whip around, grab the tail, double him up with a belly punch (no: somewhere much more painful), then order him to shove off. I could manage similar, but it would blow my cover. I was supposed to be some kind of rich person’s negotiator. Refined young women working for senators’ widows do not knee men in the balls. Anything below the sacroiliac was out of bounds.

A pity, I thought.

I opted for a purposeful walk parallel with the river, where it turns slightly, below the Theatre of Balbus, then swings into an opposing curve and widens to embrace the boat-shaped Tiber Island. I took the Fabrician Bridge across the first channel onto the island, doubling my pace discreetly as I turned right. Where travertine blocks imitate the prow of a trireme, I swung left past the obelisk that pretends to be a mast and skipped into the hospital. Inside, I would have to make a donation towards looking after decrepit slaves, but the Aesculapian temple staff took a liberal attitude. They recognised panic. So, in payment I handed over Helena’s hairy, tinkly stole, telling myself, as I would have to tell her, she did not like it anyway. In return, attendants let me deploy the old laundry-hamper trick. I hid under a batch of well-used sheets and a rackety wagon carried me away through a back exit. This was no fresh-air outing. Used hospital bedding has very distinct characteristics. I wouldn’t forget the acrid aroma of dying old slaves.

The cart trundled over the Pons Cestius to the far side of the river. I hopped out and had a careful look around. Once I had stopped holding my breath and stretched my spine, I walked from the Transtiberina back to the Aventine side, crossing on the ancient Pons Aemilius. In my home haunts at the Cattle Market Forum, the smells of blood, guts, bullock-shit and the general public were equally strong, but different from laundry, and at least familiar.
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At home, all seemed quiet. Feeling peckish, I went to see Fornix. He was set on a rant. He had been taking out a bucket of rubbish via our home’s rear exit when he had bumped into a man he had never seen before. ‘Right here indoors! Walk-in burglar, I presume. Marching up the corridor, bold as you like. I had to swing the trash holder at him to chase him away. He was so clingy, he seemed to imagine I was bringing the bucket with special treats for him. I wish I’d emptied the foul meat trimmings over his head . . . I’ve locked the gate. We’ll have to keep it fastened, Albia. Can’t be too careful.’

It would be a menace when one of us had a reason to come home discreetly. I was thinking about being followed: what if I had been avoiding the front porch in order to disguise where I lived? Fornix was my ally, but I kept this from him.

When I found Tiberius, news of the bold intruder had stirred up his obsession with security. He was full of plans for bolts and locks. Home protection was a hobby he loved.

Still omitting how I had been followed, I ran through the events of my morning. He would listen. I never knew anybody so adept at following two lines of thought at once. I sped through a résumé, until he threw in, ‘But when you were at the Pedanius house, were you able to ask about the knife?’

‘No. I presume someone had removed it from the corpse, but Lepo was laid out with his whip. They had made it difficult to see him. I suppose they wanted to hide the upsetting wound, so his neck was covered up.’

‘That pair of idiots you met – Negridius and Brosius – they need to be ordered to follow up officially with Pedanius. I presume there will be some sort of inquiry. The best clue to Lepo’s death will be the weapon that killed him.’

‘Yes, we need to examine it,’ I agreed, sighing. ‘My suspicion is that it was his own falx. I imagine that the killer jumped him, wrenched it off him and plunged the thing in.’

‘If the attack was premeditated, that cannot have been planned,’ Tiberius mused. ‘He might not have had it with him.’

‘But it was possible. Agathon says his own never leaves him. Lepo had been racing that day, although when I found his body, I don’t think he was still dressed for driving.’

Tiberius began fretting that while the corpse was still lying at the Circus or being taken away for viewing, some ghoul could have stolen the weapon as a souvenir. That was a hazard of celebrity cadavers. ‘Either a real devotee will be drooling over it in his attic room now, or it will be offered on the black market at a hideous premium.’

‘For other ghouls to drool on!’

‘I was thinking more of millionaire collectors wanting it to show it off in a cabinet of curiosities.’ He put on a roué’s voice: ‘My best piece. This is the falx, still bloodstained, that killed the famous Lepo . . . next to their finger from the severed hand of Cicero and their mummified crocodile penis.’

I chuckled. ‘We’d better not pass on this idea to my father or he’ll have a man making replicas for him to sell at auction.’

‘The finger?’

‘The croc’s whatsit.’

‘Dung!’ cried my husband, a man of intellect, whose own prized collection-in-progress was volumes of Pliny’s Natural History. It gave him much unusual source material – for instance: ‘The philosopher Heraclitus died under a mound of dung when trying to cure himself of dropsy. Falco could drop his gavel on a “piece of Heraclitus dung” every month.’

I agreed that Pa could stroll out from the Saepta Julia onto the Campus Martius and pick up horse droppings anywhere at no expense to himself. His stock was variable. He claimed he would sell anything that people would buy. I claimed he would sell things they didn’t even know they wanted. However, as far as I knew Falco had yet to start auctioning horse-shit.

 

We became serious again. Now it impinged on my case, I wanted to identify how close Tiberius was to the Golds. I began wheedling out how much active backing he had given them. There would be families in Rome to whom supporting the factions was a damaging drain on resources. Was mine to be one of them?

I had known Tiberius Manlius for a year. We had been married since last August or, in weird Roman terms, the day before the Kalends of September. More than seven months. He was a magistrate when I met him. Initially I gave little thought to how he had acquired that position. I knew he lived with a rich uncle, a racing supporter himself, although Tullius was a Whites man. Standing for office must have led them into deciding Tiberius would sponsor the Golds as a political compliment. Given that the election of magistrates was now-adays selection by the Emperor, a public alliance with one of Our Master’s new colours had to be a good idea. Or, as clean minds may call it, electoral sharp practice.

Tiberius grinned as he confirmed that. ‘We cringe – yet we all flatter him. We must. I had no choice, love. At least I never had to pretend I had been devoted to the Golds from boyhood – because they didn’t exist then.’

‘Did you give them a lot of money?’

Tiberius pretended to jump back in alarm. ‘Io! I seem to have acquired a wife! . . . Let’s say, sufficient that they know who I am.’

I may have sounded apprehensive. ‘Are we committed to laying out more cash in future?’

‘No. I’ve let it be known I must invest in my building business . . . Also,’ he confessed winningly, ‘it is accepted that I will have heavy expenses – since getting married.’ I pulled a face.

In my parents’ partnership, my mother kept the financial records and she controlled the budget; Tiberius and I were open but had not reached that point. Mostly, his collateral was retained by his uncle. Meanwhile, I had my own female banker: Arsinoë was casting meaningful glances at the situation, with hints that I should start working on Tiberius to loosen Nunkle’s grip on funds. ‘It’s not too early to begin manoeuvres, Flavia Albia!’ She had an iron-clad attitude towards husbands. I suspected she had caused the mysterious demise of her own.

Mine would not need to be sent on a long sea journey in a leaky ship. When he was ready he would deal with Uncle Tullius. He was looking as if he wondered what I was up to; however, this had been normal since we set up together and he seemed to enjoy uncertainty.

I told him my plan for the rest of the afternoon. I wanted to visit the Golds but they were housed close to the Purples, where I now admitted I had put myself in a risky situation. I had to explain about being followed; Tiberius growled. Only an idiot would revisit that area the same day, but I could not wait.

I sent out Paris to bring in a hired chair. Within it, I could be borne around invisibly. Tiberius, togate, was to visit his faction. I told him he would take me, hidden in the chair: a typical scene of a husband going about on business, towing a wife behind him. Women who had this forced upon them had to train themselves in patience; some worked through a whole tray of raisin-cakes behind the drawn curtains or, better still, became sozzled on a secret flagon of sweet wine. I knew from my work it sometimes led to affairs with sedan chair-bearers. Even if liaisons were discovered, wives viewed it as a pleasurable way to spend time, not to mention a hot topic among jealous friends.

‘Perhaps,’ I tried on Tiberius, ‘it is time you invested in transport for me.’

Sharp man, he demanded why.

I used a ruse: today I hoped to delay the curious public finding out that I, the well-known investigator Flavia Albia, was working for the Golds. Tiberius would pass as an anxious supporter harrying the faction for news while dragging along his wife or, more likely, mistress. ‘Oh, yes, I have my priorities!’ He went along with it jokily. The bearers could then take the chair inside the faction house, out of sight, as if I was tired of being kept waiting.

My intentions were legitimate. With a set of empty note-tablets and a new sharp stylus, I would make a start on my commission. I intended to interview everyone who could help me construct an alibi for Agathon.





16

My experience at the other stables had forewarned me: people were everywhere. The exterior of the Golds’ stables looked similar to the Purples’, although the inside layout had a different arrangement. However, the structural components, the horses and the personnel all looked the same. I made sure to remind myself which stables I was now in. I am not a sporting woman and this case would test my acting skills.

One difference I felt was that bystanders took more notice of my presence when, instead of being led about by a slave, I had come with Tiberius Manlius. They must remember his influence as an aedile and (still anxious about the family budget) I suspected they viewed him as valuable cash-wise. Denarii talked in the racing world. Besides, he carried himself like a man worth watching.

I was here to work, so I ditched him. He made no complaint. He’d expected it. After escorting me in, he found one of the men who had come to our house that morning, handed me over like a neatly tied packet of herbs and left me to it.

My chaperone happened to be Tarsas, the record-keeper. That suited me. Collated facts were my kind of evidence.

Tarsas, another slave by birth, as so many of these people were, must have been trained in secretarial skills; maybe his education had been provided by an owner before he even joined the faction. He lurked in a corner where shelf after shelf was stuffed with note-tablets that all looked well used; their wooden cases were stained while conjoined leaves sat at slight angles. A couple of lopsided ceramic pots contained styli of different lengths and design. Tarsas walked around with one implement permanently wedged behind his ear, though I suspected he often forgot it was there and wildly searched for a replacement.

He was a small man in a rumpled tunic. Spiky hair and missing teeth. When he spoke, he had a faint Egyptian accent. He had had little to say for himself at our house, but I had never felt he distrusted my involvement in the way the coach did. Once I was left with him, he and I sat down on stools for a straightforward enough conversation.

I asked about what he did. He kept two kinds of records. First, he curated many notes about the faction’s horses: origins, pedigrees, faults or illnesses, and their strengths, whether best in the middle pair of heavy pullers, which were harnessed directly to a chariot shaft, or better outside, loosely tied as trace horses; if trace, whether suitable for the right side or for guiding the team through turns in the crucial left position against the stadium spina (the central barrier between the two tracks). I had been regaled with facts like this by male relations and knew how to look suitably entranced. I wasn’t. Everyone I dealt with on this case might be passionate about horses, but I reckoned their precious beasts were unlikely to be relevant to the murder. At this preliminary stage, my idea was that jealousy had led to the death of Lepo; its basis would definitely be human. I had to find out whether Agathon was behind it or some other plotter.

The second role for Tarsas was keeping detailed lists of every race that the faction entered: who drove and which chariot, plus performance – of drivers, horses and vehicles – noting the lanes they were assigned by lot, tactics during the seven laps, and the crucial result. This brought us to what had happened in the race programme yesterday. Tarsas grasped that it might provide a clue to Lepo’s attack. I explained that my family had been travelling, which meant we had missed the excitement, so he started at the beginning: the festival had been the Robigalia.

This was a one-day rural ritual in April, aimed to protect against diseases of grain. Mentally, I had it in my calendar as a day to hide up because, like other Roman rites with very ancient roots, it included a performance that I, though a theoretical barbarian, considered barbaric: a priest with a mystic heritage would sacrifice an unweaned puppy. I see no logical reason for this. Why would agricultural gods, who all have enough to do, welcome the blood and entrails of a helpless dog – by definition a wriggly, immature, little one? Nor did I understand how such witchcraft, even when practised for centuries, was relevant to Spring growth and grain hygiene.

If you think you know, don’t bother writing to me.

I did not express my views, which Tarsas might have found controversial. Informers should expose only witnesses’ prejudice; fees are hard enough to earn, without damaging your chances by floating your own opinions.

Instead, I asked about the games that followed the Robigalia sacrifice. In theory (though the public seemed unaware of it), races were not for entertainment, but part of the festival’s solemn religious rites. Their purpose was to please the gods, using human ingenuity and skill as an offering. Fair enough.

Perhaps, I thought irreverently, the divine ones reclining in Olympus were delighted to spend a long day observing hapless humans engaged in speed and strain. Might gods and goddesses even enjoy a flutter on the side?

The Olympian pantheon, being aeons old, probably all supported the original four factions so were out-of-pocket today as the Reds, Whites, Blues and Greens lost heavily to us. (Us? Was I already allied to the Golds?) According to Tarsas, this year’s programme was a thrill for Gold supporters. ‘Splendid!’ (Holy-moly, I really was hooked.) Although Agathon had failed to win in the biga races, the team’s top quadriga driver triumphed. I was interested that Agathon had failed to mention this. Tarsas sniffed. ‘Totally self-absorbed. The young ones are all the same. Self, self, self! No concept of team loyalty.’

I had been in the Circus enough times to know that each faction could enter three chariots per race. This was one reason events looked chaotic, because with the two new factions added in, that made eighteen four-horse vehicles competing in the field each time. In some races our crazy emperor liked to see even more. Assume yesterday was normal. Each colour’s three teams would work together, trying to interfere with other vehicles – even making them crash, which was legal, widely encouraged and of course adored by the crowd. According to each colour’s prearranged tactics the aim would be for second and third chariots to jostle and crowd out rivals, to promote the victory of their lead driver.

‘Your key man is?’

‘Pacatus.’

‘And who else?’

‘Alceius.’

I had heard that name recently. Lepina Philocle had said he once held up the infant Lepo to pretend he was driving a chariot. ‘And he won? He’s been on top for a long time?’

‘Takes about a hundred prizes a year now. Quite a few since he joined us, which was recent. He’s in his twenties, doing well.’

‘Where was he before?’

‘The Purples.’ That must be how he encountered the infant Lepo. ‘They haven’t got over us pinching him!’ Tarsas gloated.

‘That can happen?’

‘Switching teams is regular.’

‘All right,’ I said. ‘So yesterday: Pacatus won?’

‘He won three. All easy. Gorgeous results. Big purses on them. Alceius picked up a second purse as well, just had the winning place stolen by Afranius in the Greens, but we don’t have a good third driver. Coelus is overdue to move young Agathon out of the bigae. He lost his race though, so he will have to argue for it. Still, when we totted up the prize money, our head of faction bought up so much wine to celebrate, the supplier ran dry.’ Tarsas paused. He knew my brief. ‘So, Flavia Albia, this should help you. Everyone in the Golds was here last night. We stayed in the stables celebrating until long after midnight.’

‘Fine fun?’

‘A riot.’

‘And until after Lepo had been killed!’ I conceded.

‘Right! Some were incoherent to the point of brain-dead by the time we all left. Some are still here, passed out. What concerns you is this: from early on, we stopped bothering to soak up the drink with ceremonial must cake. We were happily rat-arsed. No one could have crossed any roads in a straight line – let alone wandered back to the Circus Max to stick a falx in that brat Lepo.’

I had a number of new questions now. Who was their wine-buying, feast-supplying head of faction, the equivalent to Pedanius? (Memmius: Tiberius had told me – ‘A two-faced, suck-up-to-Domitian, back-handing ball of slime,’ my fair-minded husband had added pleasantly.) How did the Golds know that the dead man was killed with a falx? (Word had gone around the public. Also, Tarsas, who came with Agathon to our house, must have known I asked to see his weapon.) More intriguing, given that even his rival Agathon spoke well of him, was Tarsas’s attitude. I dropped in stagily: ‘Why do you call Lepo a brat?’

It could have been important, but Tarsas only smiled and lifted his shoulders wryly. I considered that in silence. I felt amused by the way, as record-keeper, he put himself outside the encircling devotion that drivers otherwise commanded. His milieu allowed him more freedom. He could mock much of the business he so diligently recorded.

I tossed at him, light and quick, ‘Thanks for the alibis. But answer me this: all the rest of you were here – but Agathon says he spent last evening at his sister’s?’

Tarsas confirmed it. ‘Moody little sulk!’ he scoffed.

 

I made it clear I had to check what he had told me. Uncomplainingly, he led me on a walk-through. I asked all the groups I met to confirm they were here last night from straight after the races ended until well beyond the time I saw Lepo dead. I asked if they had noticed anyone else missing. Only Agathon’s name came up. Some had never noticed his absence, though, or they tried to help by saying at the time they had believed he was there. None was as dismissive of him as Tarsas had been. Agathon seemed fairly popular.

Tarsas was helpful. He gave me introductions, explaining jobs but not interfering. I made lists of who had been carousing with whom, and when I ran out of note-tablet space, he found me old sets of his own to use. Once again, as with the Purples, at the Golds’ headquarters there were staff in all equine walks of life, plus the occasional hanger-on who seemed to have a right to come in, though with no employment position. Anyone carrying a bucket of dung (and there were plenty) seemed to be accepted.

All I spoke to had been at the party. A full picture emerged of a night of excess. Not only had Pacatus and Alceius won big prize money for the faction (an enormous sixty thousand sesterces, forty thousand twice, then finally twenty thousand) but their chief, Memmius, had set up some kind of betting accumulator that brought in an extra cash pot. Apparently squeezing the touts was what he was known for. I tried to detect suggestions of dirty practice, but people were routinely tight-lipped.

I did not meet Memmius, and Pacatus had collapsed, still fast asleep. I was introduced to Alceius. He seemed to have just arrived at the faction house, in an ordinary tunic, not his driving uniform. He was a long strip of wind with no conversation – or nothing I encountered. He must be used to people asking for comment on his races but his description of the day before was dull: ‘We overcame the obstacles and fulfilled the dream. It was a good team effort.’

I congratulated him on his success; he took it as a right. Even so, he seemed depressed. ‘Now, please tell me, Alceius, were you here with the faction all last evening?’ He nodded. ‘I had assumed so, because they would want to toast your success?’ Even coming second counted. He nodded again. I was getting the hang of this: to converse, I had to make all the running. ‘I’m going to assume that since you were a prize-winner, unlike Agathon, the Purples have no reason to feel you were jealous of Lepo?’ Apparently so. ‘And therefore you had no reason to have attacked him?’ Apparently not.

I said I’d heard he had known Lepo as a child: what kind of relationship did they have while he himself used to drive for the Purples? Good terms? Alceius was suddenly overcome, as if by the throbbing head of a hangover. He seemed not to have heard my question, but then he popped out an incantation: ‘I was here all the time. I was supposed to be going to the Zephyr, but with all the fuss and so much drinking, I never went.’

Thank you, Alceius.

For some reason, he suddenly knocked a knuckle against a cheekbone, almost as if he was grieving his lost colleague. ‘He was a baby!’ he burst out. ‘He didn’t deserve that.’

Finally, here was some fellow-feeling towards the Purples’ driver! It was the first real sign of sympathy among the Golds. Others had shown politeness, yet hardly warmth. Before I could ask any further questions, Alceius had turned away and disappeared among the horse stalls. He left me
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