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    I
  


  
    Rats are always bigger than you expect.
  


  
    I heard him first: a sinister shuffle of some uninvited presence, too close for comfort in a cramped prison cell. I lifted my head.
  


  
    My eyes had grown accustomed to near-darkness. As soon as he moved again I saw him: a dust-coloured, masculine specimen, his pink hands disturbingly like a human child’s. He was as big as a buck rabbit. I could think of several casual eating shops in Rome where the cooks would not be too fussy to drop this fat scavenger into their stockpots. Smother him with garlic and who would know? At a furnace stackers’ chophouse in some low quarter near the Circus Maximus, any bone with real meat on it would add welcome flavour to the broth...
  


  
    Misery was making me ravenous; all I had to gnaw on was my anger at being here.
  


  
    The rat was browsing nonchalantly in one corner amongst some rubbish, months’ old debris from previous prisoners, which I had avoided as too disgusting to explore. He seemed to notice me as I looked up, but his concentration was not really there. I felt that if I lay still he might decide I was a pile of old rags to investigate. But if I shifted my legs defensively the motion would startle him.
  


  
    Either way, the rat would run over my feet.
  


  
    I was in the Lautumiae Prison, along with various petty felons who could not afford a barrister, and all the Forum pickpockets who wanted a rest from their wives. Things could be worse. It might have been the Mamertine: the short-stay political holding cell with its twelve-foot-deep dungeon, whose only exit for a man without influence was straight down into Hades. Here at least we had continual entertainment: old lags swearing hot Subura oaths, and wild swoops of disconcerting mania from hopeless drunks. In the Mamertine nothing breaks the monotony until the public strangler comes in to measure your neck.
  


  
    There would be no rats in the Mamertine. No jailor feeds a man condemned to death, so leftovers for the rodent population are scarce. Rats learn these things. Besides, everything there must be kept neat, in case any high-flown senators with foolish friends who have offended the Emperor want to drop in and relate the Forum news. Only here in the Lautumiae among the social dregs could a prisoner enjoy the keen excitement of waiting for his whiskery cellmate to turn round and sink its teeth into his shin...
  


  
    The Lautumiae was a rambling affair, built to house squadrons of prisoners from provinces which were restive. Being foreign was the regular qualification. But any thorn who prickled the wrong bureaucrat could end up here as I had done, watching his toenails grow and thinking harsh thoughts about the establishment. The charge against me – in so far as the bastard who committed me to prison had a charge at all – was typical: I had made the fundamental error of showing up the Emperor’s Chief Spy. He was a vindictive manipulator called Anacrites. Earlier that summer he had been sent to Campania on a mission; when he bungled it the Emperor Vespasian despatched me to finish the job, which I smartly did. Anacrites reacted in the usual way of a mediocre official whose junior shows any tenacity: he wished me luck in public – then at the first opportunity rammed in the boot.
  


  
    He had tripped me up over a minor accounting error: he claimed I stole some imperial lead – all I did was borrow the stuff to use in a disguise. I had been prepared to pay back the money I took in exchange for the metal, if anyone ever challenged me. Anacrites never gave me the chance; I was flung into the Lautumiae, and so far no one had bothered to book a magistrate to hear my defence. Soon it would be September, when most of the courts went into recess and all new cases were held over until the New Year...
  


  
    It served me right. Once I had known better than to dabble in politics. I had been a private informer. For five years I did nothing more dangerous than seek out adultery and business fraud. A happy time: strolling about in the sunshine assisting tradesmen with their domestic tiffs. Some of my clients were women (and some of those were quite attractive). Also, private clients paid their bills. (Unlike the Palace, who quibbled over every innocent expense.) If I ever managed to regain my freedom, working for myself again was beckoning attractively.
  


  
    Three days in jail had doused my happy-go-lucky nature. I was bored. I grew morose. I was suffering physically too: I had a sword-cut in my side – one of those slight flesh-wounds which chooses to fester. My mother was sending in hot dinners to comfort me, but the jailor picked out all the meat for himself. Two people had tried to extricate me; both without success. One was a friendly senator who tried to raise my plight with Vespasian; he had been denied an audience due to Anacrites’ baleful influence. The other was my friend Petronius Longus. Petro, who was Captain of the Aventine watch, had come to the prison with a winejar under his elbow and tried the old-pals act on the jailor – only to find himself pitched straight out in the street with his amphora: Anacrites had even poisoned our normal local loyalties. So thanks to the Chief Spy’s jealousy, it now looked as if I might never be a free citizen again...
  


  
    The door swung open. A voice grated, ‘Didius Falco, somebody loves you after all! Get up off your backside and bring your boots out here –’
  


  
    As I struggled to raise myself, the rat ran over my foot.
  


  
    II
  


  
    My troubles were over – partially.
  


  
    When I stumbled out into what passed for a reception area, the jailor was closing a heavy drawstring bag, grinning as if it was his birthday. Even his grimy sidekicks seemed impressed by the size of the bribe. Blinking in the daylight, I made out a small, pinched, upright figure who greeted me with a sniff.
  


  
    Rome is a fair society. There are plenty of provincial backwaters where prefects keep their felons in chains, ready to be tortured when other entertainment palls, but in Rome unless you commit a horrendous misdemeanour – or stupidly confess – every suspect has the right to find a sponsor to stand surety.
  


  
    ‘Hello, Mother!’ It would have been surly to wish myself back in the cell with the rat.
  


  
    Her expression accused me of being as degenerate as my father – though even my father (who ran off with a redhead and left poor ma with seven children) never landed himself in jail... Luckily my mother was too loyal to our family to draw this comparison in front of strangers, so she thanked the jailor for looking after me instead.
  


  
    ‘Anacrites seems to have forgotten you, Falco!’ he jeered at me.
  


  
    ‘That was his intention, presumably.’
  


  
    ‘He said nothing about bail before trial –’
  


  
    ‘He said nothing about a trial, either,’ I snarled. ‘Holding me without a court appearance is as illegal as denying bail!’
  


  
    ‘Well if he decides to press charges –’
  


  
    ‘Just whistle!’ I assured him. ‘I’ll be back in my cell looking innocent in two shakes of a bacchante’s tambourine.’
  


  
    ‘Sure, Falco?’
  


  
    ‘Oh sure!’ I lied pleasantly.
  


  
    Outside I took a deep breath of freedom, which I instantly regretted. It was August. We were facing the Forum. Around the Rostrum the atmosphere was almost as stifling as the bowels of the Lautumiae. Most of the aristocracy had dodged off to their airy summer villas, but for those of us at the rough end of society, life in Rome had slowed to a sluggish pace. Any movement in this heat was unbearable.
  


  
    My mother examined her jailbird, looking unimpressed.
  


  
    ‘Just a misunderstanding, Ma...’ I tried to prevent my face revealing that for an informer with a tough reputation, being rescued by his mother was an indignity to avoid. ‘Who provided the handsome ransom? Was it Helena?’ I asked, referring to the unusually superior girlfriend I had managed to acquire six months ago in place of my previous string of flea-bitten circus entertainers and flower girls.
  


  
    ‘No, I paid the surety; Helena has been seeing to your rent –’ My heart sank at this rush of support from the women in my life. I knew I would have to pay for it, even if not in cash. ‘Never mind about the money.’ My mother’s tone indicated that with a son like me, she kept her life savings continually to hand. ‘Come home with me for a good dinner –’
  


  
    She must be planning to keep me firmly in her custody; I planned on being my footloose self.
  


  
    ‘I need to see Helena, Ma –’
  


  
    Normally it would be unwise for a bachelor who had just been redeemed by his little old mother to suggest sloping off after women. But my mother nodded. In the first place, Helena Justina was a senator’s daughter so visiting such a highly placed lady counted as a privilege for the likes of me, not the usual depravity mothers rant about. Also, due partly to an accident on a staircase, Helena had just miscarried our first child. All our female relations still regarded me as a reckless wastrel, but for Helena’s sake most would agree that at present it was my duty to visit her at every opportunity.
  


  
    ‘Come with me!’ I urged.
  


  
    ‘Don’t be foolish!’ scoffed my mother. ‘It’s you Helena wants to see!’
  


  
    That news failed to fill me with confidence.
  


  
    Ma lived near the river, behind the Emporium. We crossed the Forum slowly (to emphasise how Ma was bowed down by the troubles I caused her), then she set me loose at my favourite bathhouse, which lay behind the Temple of Castor. There I sluiced away the stench of prison, changed into a spare tunic which I had left at the gymnasium to cover emergencies, and found a barber who managed to make me look more respectable (under the blood he caused to flow).
  


  
    I had come out, still feeling grey in the face after being locked up, yet much more relaxed. I was walking towards the Aventine, running my fingers through my damp curls in vain attempt to turn myself into the kind of debonair bachelor who might arouse a woman’s ardour. Then disaster struck. Too late, I noticed a pair of disreputable bruisers posing against a portico so they could show off their muscles to anyone who had to pass on their side of the street. They wore loincloths, with leather strips tied round their knees and wrists and ankles to make them look tough. Their arrogance was horribly familiar.
  


  
    ‘Oh look – it’s Falco!’
  


  
    ‘Oh cobnuts – Rodan and Asiacus!’
  


  
    Next moment one of them was behind me with his elbows clenched round my upper arms, while the other shook me charmlessly by the hand – a process which involved pulling out my wrist until my arm joints strained in their sockets like bowlines fighting their couplings on a galley in a hurricane. The smell of old sweat and recent garlic was bringing tears to my eyes. ‘Oh cut it, Rodan; my reach is already long enough...’
  


  
    To call these two ‘gladiators’ insulted even the clapped-out hulks who usually feature in that trade. Rodan and Asiacus trained at a barracks which was run by my landlord Smaractus, and when they were not smacking themselves silly with practice swords he sent them out to make the streets even more dangerous than usual. They never did much work in the arena; their role in public life was to intimidate the unfortunate tenants who rented homes from him. For me, being in prison had had one great advantage: avoiding my landlord, and these pet thugs of his.
  


  
    Asiacus lifted me off my feet and shook me about. I let him rearrange my guts temporarily. I waited until he grew bored with it and put me back on the paving slabs – then I carried on downwards, pulled him off balance, and threw him over my head at Rodan’s feet.
  


  
    ‘Olympus! Doesn’t Smaractus teach you two anything?’ I hopped back smartly out of their reach. ‘You’re out of date; my rent’s been paid!’
  


  
    ‘So the rumour’s true!’ leered Rodan. ‘We heard you’re a kept man now!’
  


  
    ‘Jealousy gives you a nasty squint, Rodan! Your mother should have warned you, it will drive away the girls!’ You may have heard that gladiators trail throngs of infatuated women; Rodan and Asiacus must have been the only two in Rome whose special seediness deprived them of any following. Asiacus got up, wiping his nose. I shook my head. ‘Sorry; I was forgetting: neither of you could interest a fifty-year-old fishwife with two blind eyes and no sense of discretion –’
  


  
    Then Asiacus jumped me. And they both set about reminding me why I hated Smaractus so bitterly.
  


  
    ‘That’s for the last time your rent was overdue!’ grunted Rodan, who had a long memory.
  


  
    ‘And that’s for the next time!’ added Asiacus – a realistic forecaster.
  


  
    We had practised this painful dance so many times that I soon twisted out of their grip. Throwing back one or two more insults, I skipped away up the street. They were too lazy to follow me.
  


  
    I had been free for an hour. I was already battered and despondent. In Rome, a landlord’s city, freedom brings mixed joys.
  


  
    III
  


  
    Helena Justina’s father, the Senator Camillus Verus, lived near the Capena Gate. A desirable spot, just off the Appian Way where it emerges from the republican city wall. On the way I managed to find another bathhouse to soothe my crop of new bruises. Luckily Rodan and Asiacus always punched a victim’s ribcage, so my face was unmarked; if I remembered not to wince there was no need for Helena to know. A sickly Syrian apothecary sold me a salve for the sword-wound I had already been nursing in my side, though the ointment soon produced a greasy mark on my tunic, blueish, like mould on wall plaster, which was not designed to impress the fashionable residents of the Capena Gate.
  


  
    The Camillus porter knew me but as usual refused me admittance. I did not allow this fleabag to delay my entry long. I walked round the corner, borrowed a hat from a roadmender, knocked again with my back turned, then when the porter foolishly opened up for what he thought was a travelling lupinseller, I rushed indoors making sure my boot stomped down hard on his ankle as our paths crossed.
  


  
    ‘For a quadrans I’d lock you out on the step! I’m Falco, you muttonchop! Announce me to Helena Justina, or your heirs will be quarrelling over who gets your best sandals sooner than you expect!’
  


  
    Once I got inside the house he treated me with sullen respect. That is, he went back into his cubicle to finish an apple, while I searched for my princess by myself.
  


  
    Helena was in a reception room, looking pale and studious with a reed pen in her hand. She was twenty-three – or perhaps twenty-four now since I had no idea when her birthday was; even after I had been to bed with their treasure, I was not invited to share the family celebrations of a senator’s house. They only let me see her at all because they cringed from Helena’s own wilfulness. Even before she met me she had been married but had chosen to divorce herself (for the eccentric reason that her husband never talked to her), so her parents had already realised their eldest offspring was a trial.
  


  
    Helena Justina was a tall, stately being whose straight dark hair had been tortured with hot curling rods, though it was fighting back well. She had handsome brown eyes which no cosmetics could improve, though her maids painted them up on principle. At home she wore very little jewellery, and looked none the worse for it. In company she was shy; even alone with a close friend like me she might pass for modest until she piped up with an opinion – at which point wild dogs broke pack and ran for cover all along the street. I reckoned I could handle her – but I never pushed my luck.
  


  
    I posed in the doorway with my normal disrespectful grin. Helena’s sweet, unforced smile of greeting was the best thing I had seen for a week. ‘Why is a beautiful girl like you sitting on her own, scribbling recipes?’
  


  
    ‘I am translating Greek History,’ Helena stated pompously. I peered over her shoulder. It was a recipe for stuffed figs.
  


  
    I bent and kissed her cheek. The loss of our baby, which we both still felt, had inflicted a painful formality on us. Then our two right hands found and gripped one another with a fervour that could have got us denounced by the pompous old barristers in the Basilica Julia.
  


  
    ‘I’m so glad to see you!’ murmured Helena fiercely.
  


  
    ‘It takes more than prison bolts to keep me away.’ I uncurled her hand and laid it against my cheek. Her ladylike fingers were perfumed with an eccentric combination of rare Indian unguents and oak-apple ink – quite unlike the stagnant whiffs that hung around the floosies I had previously known. ‘Oh lady, I love you,’ I admitted (still buoyed up by the euphoria of my recent release). ‘And it’s not just because I found out that you’ve paid my rent!’
  


  
    She slipped from her seat to kneel by me with her head hidden. A senator’s daughter would hardly risk letting a house-slave find her crying in a convict’s lap – but I stroked her neck soothingly, just in case. Besides, the back of Helena’s neck was an attractive proposition to an idle hand.
  


  
    ‘I don’t know why you bother with me,’ I commented after a while. ‘I’m a wreck. I live in a pit. I have no money. Even the rat in my cell had a sneer when he looked at me. Whenever you need me I leave you on your own –’
  


  
    ‘Stop grumbling, Falco!’ Helena snorted, looking up with a mark on her cheek from my belt buckle, but otherwise her old self.
  


  
    ‘I do a job most people wouldn’t touch,’ I carried on gloomily. ‘My own employer throws me into jail and forgets I exist –’
  


  
    ‘You’ve been released –’
  


  
    ‘Not exactly!’ I confessed.
  


  
    Helena never fussed over things she believed I ought to sort out for myself. ‘What are you intending to do now?’
  


  
    ‘Work on my own again.’ She said nothing; no need to ask why I was unhappy. My bright plan posed one great problem: I would earn much less independently than my notional public salary, despite the fact that Vespasian’s pay-clerks kept me months in arrears. ‘Do you think this is stupid?’
  


  
    ‘No; you’re quite right!’ Helena agreed without hesitation, though she must have realised going freelance destroyed any hope of me affording marriage into the patrician rank. ‘You’ve risked your life for the state. Vespasian took you on because he knew just what you were worth to him. But Marcus, you’re too good to suffer poor rewards form a stingy employer and petty Palace jealousies –’
  


  
    ‘Sweetheart, you know what it means –’
  


  
    ‘I said I would wait.’
  


  
    ‘I said I wouldn’t let you.’
  


  
    ‘Didius Falco, I never take any notice of what you say.’
  


  
    I grinned, then we sat together in silence a few minutes more.
  


  
    After jail, this room in her father’s house was a haven of tranquillity. Here we had rag rugs and tasselled cushions to make us comfortable. Thick masonry muffled out sounds from the street, while light flowing in through high windows on the garden side lit walls which were painted as mock marble, the colour of ripened wheat. It provided a gracious impression – though a slightly faded one. Helena’s father was a millionaire (this was not good detective work on my part, just the minimum qualification for the Senate); yet even he regarded himself as struggling in a city where only multimillionaires attracted election votes.
  


  
    My own position was far worse. I had no money and no status. To carry off Helena on respectable terms, I would have to find four hundred thousand sesterces and then persuade the Emperor to add me to the list of pitiful nonentities who form the middle rank. Even if I ever managed it, I was for her a disreputable choice.
  


  
    She read my thoughts. ‘Marcus, I heard your horse won his race at the Circus Maximus.’
  


  
    Life does have its compensations: the horse, who was called Little Sweetheart, had been a lucky bequest to me. I could not afford to stable him, but before he went to the horse sales I had entered him in just one race – which he won at amazing odds. ‘Helena, you are right; I made some money on that race. I might invest in a more impressive apartment, to attract a better class of client.’
  


  
    Her head nodded approvingly, close against my knee. She had her hair pinned up with a pantheon of ivory bodkins, all with knobs carved as strict-looking goddesses. While I mused about my lack of money I had pulled one out, so I stuck it in my belt like a hunting knife, then teasingly set about capturing the rest. Helena squirmed in mild annoyance, reaching for my wrists. Eventually she knocked my fistful of pins to the floor; I let her flail around trying to find them while I carried on methodically with my plan.
  


  
    By the time I had her hair all loose, Helena had repossessed her bodkins – though I noticed she let me keep the one stuffed in my belt. I still have it: Flora, with a crown of roses which is giving her hay fever; she turns up sometimes when I burrow for lost pens in my writing-box.
  


  
    I spread out Helena’s shining hair the way I wanted it. ‘That’s better! Now you look more like a lass who might agree to being kissed – in fact you look like one who might even kiss me of her own accord...’ I reached down and pulled her arms round my neck.
  


  
    It was a long, deeply appreciative kiss. Only the fact that I knew Helena very well made me notice that my own passion was meeting unusual restraint from her.
  


  
    ‘What’s this? Gone off me, fruit?’
  


  
    ‘Marcus, I can’t –’
  


  
    I understood. Her miscarriage had shaken her; she was wary of risking another. And she was probably afraid of losing me too. We both knew more than one bright spark of Roman rectitude who would automatically ditch a distressed girlfriend at a time like this.
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry –’ She was embarrassed, and struggling to escape. But she was still my Helena. She wanted me to hold her almost as much as I wanted to. She needed to be comforted – even though for once she shrank from encouraging me.
  


  
    ‘My darling, it’s natural.’ I loosened my grip. ‘Everything will right itself...’ I knew I had to be reassuring so I tried to treat her gently, though it was hard to take disappointment when it felt so physical. I was cursing, and Helena must have been aware of it.
  


  
    We sat quiet and talked about family matters (a bad idea as usual), then not long afterwards I said I had to leave.
  


  
    Helena took me to the door. The porter had now disappeared altogether so I undid the bolts myself. She threw her arms round me and buried her face in my neck. ‘I suppose you’ll run after other women!’
  


  
    ‘Naturally!’ I managed to make a joke of it too.
  


  
    Her huge stricken eyes were affecting me badly. I kissed her eyelids then tormented myself, holding her tight against me while I lifted her right off her feet. ‘Come and live with me!’ I urged suddenly. ‘The gods only know how long it will take me to earn what we need to be respectable. I’m frightened of losing you; I want to have you close. If I rent a bigger apartment –’
  


  
    ‘Marcus, I just feel –’
  


  
    ‘Trust me.’
  


  
    Helena smiled, and pulled my ear as if she thought that was the quickest way to make our difficulties permanent. But she promised to think about what I had said.
  


  
    My step lightened as I walked home to the Aventine. Even if my lady was reluctant to join me, with my winnings on Little Sweetheart there was nothing to stop me leasing a more gracious apartment anyway... Knowing what I was going home to, the thought of living somewhere else was bound to cheer me up.
  


  
    Then I remembered that before I was hauled off to prison, my uncashed betting tokens had been swallowed by my three-year-old niece.
  


  
    IV
  


  
    The Eagle Laundry, Fountain Court.
  


  
    Of all the groaning tenements in all the sordid city alleyways, the most degrading must be Fountain Court. It was five minutes off the great road from Ostia, one of the most vital highways in the Empire, but this ulcerous spot in the armpit of the Aventine could have been a different world. Up above, on the double crests of the hill, were the great Temples of Diana and Venus, but we lived too close to see their lofty architecture from our deep, dark warren of aimless, nameless lanes. It was cheap (for Rome). Some of us would have paid the landlord more just to have him hire a pair of competent bailiffs to evict us into the fresher air of a better street.
  


  
    My apartment was high in a vast, ramshackle block. A laundry occupied all the space at street level; woollen tunics awaiting collection were the only things in our neighbourhood that were clean. Once on, their pristine condition could be ruined by one short trip down the muddy single track that served as both our exit road and the nearest we had to a sewer, amidst the smuts from the lampblack furnace where a one-eyed stationers’ supplier brewed stinking domestic ink, and the smoke from the beehive ovens where Cassius our local bread-man could char a loaf to the verge of destruction like no other baker in Rome.
  


  
    These were dangerous byways: in a moment of lapsed concentration, I sank to the ankle in sticky brown dung. While I was muttering and cleaning my boot on a kerbstone, Lenia the laundress stuck her head round a line of tunics. Seeing me, she bustled out to deride me as usual. She was an ill-kempt bundle who approached with the gracelessness of a swan landing on water: wild writhings of luridly dyed red hair, watery eyes, and a voice that was hoarse from too many flagons of badly fermented wine.
  


  
    ‘Falco! Where’ve you been all week?’
  


  
    ‘Out of town.’
  


  
    It was unclear whether she knew I meant in the Lautumiae. Not that Lenia would care. She was too lazy to be curious, except in closely defined areas of business. Those included whether my filthy landlord Smaractus was being paid his dues – and she only became really curious about that after she decided to marry him. A decision made for purely financial reasons (because Smaractus was as rich as Crassus after decades of squeezing the Aventine poor) and now Lenia was preparing for her wedding with the clinical will of a surgeon. (Knowing that the patient would pay heavily for her services, after she had carved him up... )
  


  
    ‘I gather I’m in credit,’ I grinned.
  


  
    ‘You finally found out how to pick a woman!’
  


  
    ‘True; I rely on the Parian perfection of my face –’
  


  
    Lenia, who was a harsh critic of the fine arts, cackled cynically. ‘Falco, you’re a cheap fake!’
  


  
    ‘Not me – I come with a certificate of quality from a lady of good repute! She likes to pamper me. Well I deserve it, of course... How much has she contributed?’
  


  
    I could see Lenia opening her mouth to lie about it; then she worked out that Helena Justina was bound to tell me, if ever I had the good manners to discuss my debt. ‘Three months, Falco.’
  


  
    ‘Jupiter!’ That was a shock to my system. The most I ever reckoned to donate to my landlord’s retirement fund was three weeks (in arrears). ‘Smaractus must think he’s been transported on a rainbow to Olympus!’
  


  
    I deduced from a certain cloudiness in Lenia’s expression that Smaractus had yet to discover his luck. She changed the subject rapidly: ‘Someone keeps coming here asking for you.’
  


  
    ‘Client?’ Nervously I wondered if the Chief Spy had already discovered me missing. ‘Take his details?’
  


  
    ‘Oh I’ve better things to do, Falco! He turns up every day and every day I tell him you’re not here –’ I relaxed. Anacrites would have had no reason to be looking for me until this afternoon.
  


  
    ‘Well, I’m back now!’ I felt too weary to be bothered with mysteries.
  


  
    I set off up the stairs. I lived on the sixth floor, the cheapest of all. It gave me plenty of time to remember the familiar smell of urine and old cabbage ends; the stale pigeon droppings staining every step; the wall graffiti, not all of them at child height, of stickmen charioteers; the curses against betting agents and the pornographic advertisements. I knew hardly any of my fellow tenants, but I recognised their voices quarrelling as I passed. Some doors were permanently closed with oppressive secrecy; other families opted for no more than curtained entrances which forced their neighbours to share their dismal lives. A naked toddler ran out of one, saw me, and rushed back inside screaming. A demented old lady on the third floor always sat in her doorway and gabbled after anyone who came by; I saluted her with a gracious gesture which set her off into torrents of venomous abuse.
  


  
    I needed practice; I was stumbling when I finally reached the top of the building. For a moment I listened: professional habit. Then I operated my simple latch-lifter and pushed open the door.
  


  
    Home. The sort of apartment where you go in; change your tunic; read your friends’ messages; then find any excuse to rush straight back out again. But today I could not face the nightmares on the stairs a second time, so I stayed in.
  


  
    Four strides permitted me to survey my premises: the office with a cheap bench and table, then the bedroom with a lopsided contraption that served as my bed. Both rooms had the worrying neatness that resulted when my mother had enjoyed three days of uninterrupted tidying. I looked around suspiciously but I reckoned no one else had been there. Then I set about making the place my own again. I soon managed to knock the sparse furniture askew, rumple the bedclothes, spill water everywhere as I revived my balcony foliage, and drop all the clothes I had been wearing onto the floor.
  


  
    After that I felt better. Now it was Home.
  


  
    Prominent on the table, where not even I could miss it, stood a ceramic Greek bowl which I had bought off an antiques stall for two coppers and a cheeky smile; it was half full of scratched bone counters, some with extremely odd streaks of colour. I chortled. The last time I saw these was at a ghastly family party where my little niece Marcia had seized them to play with and swallowed most of them: my betting tags.
  


  
    When a child has eaten something you prefer not to lose, there is only one way – if you are fond of the child – to recover it. I knew the disgusting procedure from the time my brother Festus swallowed our mother’s wedding ring and pressured me to help him find it. (Until he was killed in Judaea, which put an end to my fraternal duties, there was a tradition in our family that Festus was the one who was always in trouble, while I was the fool he always persuaded to dig him out of it.) Gulping down family valuables must be an inherited trait; I had just spent three days in prison wishing constipation on my feckless brother’s sweet but feckless child...
  


  
    No need to worry. Some hard-headed relation – my sister Maia probably, the only one who could organise – had gallantly retrieved these tags. To celebrate, I pulled up a floorboard where I had half a winejar hidden away from visitors and sat out on my balcony with my feet up on the parapet while I applied all my attention to a restorative drink.
  


  
    As soon as I was comfortable, a visitor arrived.
  


  
    I heard him come in, gasping for air after the long climb. I kept quiet, but he found me anyway. He pushed through the folding door and accosted me chirpily. ‘You Falco?’
  


  
    ‘Could be.’
  


  
    He had arms as thin as pea-sticks. A triangular face came down to a point at a dot of a chin. Above it ran a narrow black moustache, almost ear to ear. The moustache was what you noticed. It bisected a face that was too old for his adolescent body, as if he were a refugee from a province racked by twenty years of famine and tribal strife. The true cause was nothing so dramatic. He was just a slave.
  


  
    ‘Who’s asking?’ I prompted. By then I had warmed up enough in the late-afternoon sunshine not to care.
  


  
    ‘A runabout from the house of Hortensius Novus.’
  


  
    He had a faintly foreign accent, but it lay a long way back behind the common lilt all prisoners of war seem to contract in the slave market. I guessed he had picked up his Latin as a small child; probably by now he could hardly remember his native tongue. His eyes were blue; he looked like a Celt to me.
  


  
    ‘You have a name?’
  


  
    ‘Hyacinthus!’
  


  
    He said it with a level stare that dared me to scoff. If he was a slave he had enough problems without enduring ribaldry from every new acquaintance just because some overseer with a filthy hangover had stuck him with the name of a Greek flower.
  


  
    ‘Pleased to meet you, Hyacinthus.’ I refused to present a target for the aggressive retort he held ready. ‘I’ve never heard of your master Hortensius. What’s his problem?’
  


  
    ‘If you asked him, he’d say nothing.’
  


  
    People often talk in riddles when they commission an informer. Very few clients seem capable of asking straight out, What are your rates for proving that my wife sleeps with my driver?
  


  
    ‘So why has he sent you?’ I asked the runabout patiently.
  


  
    ‘His relations have sent me,’ Hyacinthus corrected me. ‘Hortensius Novus has no idea I’m here.’
  


  
    That convinced me the case involved denarii, so I waved Hyacinthus to my bench: a hint of cash worth being secretive about always perks me up.
  


  
    ‘Thanks, Falco; you’re a regular general!’ Hyacinthus assumed my invitation to sit included my winejar too; to my annoyance he dodged back indoors and found a beaker for himself. As he made himself at home under my rose pergola he demanded, ‘This your idea of a gracious setting for interviewing clients?’
  


  
    ‘My clients are easily impressed.’
  


  
    ‘It stinks! Or is this just one of the drop-ins you keep around Rome?’
  


  
    ‘Something like that.’
  


  
    ‘It was the only address we had.’ It was the only address I had. He tried the wine, then spluttered. ‘Parnassus!’
  


  
    ‘Gift from a grateful client,’ Not grateful enough.
  


  
    I poured myself a refill, as an excuse to shift the winejar out of his reach. He was having a good squint at me. My informality made him doubtful. The world is full of straight-haired fools who think curly-tops who grin at them cannot possibly be good businessmen.
  


  
    ‘This place has all I need,’ I said, implying that to exist in such squalor I must be tougher than I looked. ‘The people I want to meet know where to find me – while the ones I may be avoiding are put off by the stairs... All right Hyacinthus, I don’t issue a prospectus of my services, but here’s what I can offer: I do information-gathering of a mainly domestic type –’
  


  
    ‘Divorce?’ he translated, with a grin.
  


  
    ‘Correct! Also investigating prospective sons-in-law on behalf of sensitive fathers, or advising recent legatees whether their bequests involve any hidden debt. I do legwork for lawyers who need more evidence – with a court appearance if required. I have contacts in auctioneering and I specialise in recovery of precious artworks after theft. I don’t tackle draftdodgers or debt collection. And I never fix gladiatorial fights.’
  


  
    ‘Squeamish?’
  


  
    ‘Better sense.’
  


  
    ‘We shall want to take up references.’
  


  
    ‘So will I! All my business is legitimate.’
  


  
    ‘How much do you charge, Falco?’
  


  
    ‘Depends on the complexity of the case. A solving fee, plus a daily expense rate. And I give no guarantees, other than a promise to do my best.’
  


  
    ‘What is it you do for the Palace?’ Hyacinthus threw in suddenly.
  


  
    ‘I don’t work for the Palace now.’ It sounded like official secrecy: a pleasing effect. ‘Is that why you’re here?’
  


  
    ‘My people felt a Palace man came ready recommended.’
  


  
    ‘Their mistake! If they hire me I’ll do a decent job, and be discreet. So, Hyacinthus, are we in business?’
  


  
    ‘I have to invite you to the house. You’ll be told about the case there.’
  


  
    I had intended to go anyway. I like to inspect the people who will be paying me. ‘So where am I heading?’
  


  
    ‘The Via Lata sector. On the Pincian.’
  


  
    I whistled. ‘Highly desirable! Are Hortensius and his relations people of rank?’
  


  
    ‘Freedmen.’
  


  
    Ex-slaves! That was new for me. But it made a change from vindictive officials and the hypocrisies I had run up against with some of the senatorial class.
  


  
    ‘You object?’ Hyacinthus enquired curiously.
  


  
    ‘Why should I, if their money’s good?’
  


  
    ‘Oh... no reason,’ said the slave.
  


  
    He finished his drink and waited for another, but I had no intention of offering. ‘We’re on the Via Flaminia side, Falco. Anyone in the district will point out the house.’
  


  
    ‘If Hortensius is to know nothing about this, when shall I come?’
  


  
    ‘Daytime. He’s a businessman. He leaves home after breakfast usually.’
  


  
    ‘What’s his business?’ My question was a routine one, but the way Hyacinthus shrugged and ignored it seemed oddly evasive. ‘So who do I ask for?’
  


  
    ‘Sabina Pollia – or if she’s unavailable, there’s another called Hortensia Atilia – but it’s Pollia who is taking the initiative.’
  


  
    ‘Wife?’
  


  
    He gave me a sly grin. ‘Novus is unmarried.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t tell me any more! So the females of his household are hiring me to frighten off a gold-digger?’ Hyacinthus looked impressed. ‘When a bachelor has a houseful of formidable women – and don’t tell me Hortensius Novus hasn’t,’ I growled, ‘because you’re here behind his back on their behalf – why does he always decide that the solution to his troubles lies in marrying another one?’
  


  
    ‘Now tell me you don’t do gold-diggers!’ the runabout retaliated.
  


  
    ‘All the time!’ I assured him glumly. ‘Gold-diggers are wonderful women: the bedrock of my trade!’
  


  
    As he left he said, ‘If you ever do think of leasing a more respectable apartment –’
  


  
    ‘I could be in the market.’ I followed him as far as the balcony door.
  


  
    ‘Try Cossus,’ Hyacinthus offered helpfully. ‘He’s a letting agent in the Vicus Longus – a dozy pomegranate, but reliable. He has plenty of decent property for men of affairs. Mention my name and he’ll be sure to look after you –’
  


  
    ‘Thanks. I may do that.’ I deduced that Hyacinthus thought his suggestion earned him a tip. I keep a half-aureus sewn in the hem of my tunic, but there was no way I would part with that for a slave. All I could find was a thin copper as which no self-respecting latrinekeeper would accept as an entrance fee.
  


  
    ‘Thanks, Falco. That should swell my freedom fund!’
  


  
    ‘Sorry. I’ve been out of touch with my banker!’
  


  
    I tried to make my spell in the Lautumiae sound like a secret mission in Lower Parthia, so he could go home with a good report for my prospective clients.
  


  
    V
  


  
    The freedman Hortensius Novus lived in the north of the city, on the scented slopes of the Pincian Hill. His house stood surrounded by a perfectly plain wall of sufficient height to prevent people peeping over the top, had any of his well-heeled neighbours lived near enough. None of them did. It was an area where the grounds of the private villas were even more spacious than the public gardens which were graciously allowed to fill the lesser spaces in between. If I say that one of those was the Garden of Lucullus, which the Empress Messalina had prized so highly she executed its owner when he declined to sell, this gives a fair idea of the scale of the private mansions on Pincian Hill.
  


  
    I talked myself through the Hortensius gatehouse, then hiked along the hillside on their broad gravel drive. There was plenty of landscape to occupy me. Luckily I had stopped at a sweetmeat stall and made some enquiries, so I was to some extent prepared for the opulence of the freedman’s estate. His box trees clipped like winged griffons, his pale statues of broad-browed goddesses, his intricate pergolas swagged with roses and vines, his massive alabaster urns with blush-pink veining, his dovecotes, his fishpools, his marble seats in intimate arbours with views across neatly scythed lawns, were a treat.
  


  
    I was admitted past the bronze sphinxes guarding the white marble entrance steps into a formal entrance hall with heavy black pillars. There I tapped my boot gently on a white and grey geometric mosaic until a tired servant appeared. He took my name then led me through the delicate ferns and fountains to an elegant inner court where one of the three Hortensius freedmen had recently installed a new statue of himself, in his best toga, looking important and holding a scroll. This was, I decided, what my landing needed at the Falco residence: me in Carrara marble, like a plush prig with lots of money who felt satisfied with his world. I made a note to order one – some day.
  


  
    I ended up in a reception room, alone. Throughout the house I had glimpsed burnt-out tapers and torches. A faint whiff of stale garlands hung round the corridors, and from time to time when a door opened I caught the sound of last night’s dishes clattering. A message came from Sabina Pollia asking me to wait. I guessed that the lady was not yet up and dressed. I decided to reject the case if she turned out to be a rich party-giving slut.
  


  
    After half an hour I grew bored and wandered off down a corridor, exploring. Everywhere was hung with lavishly dyed curtains, slightly crumpled; the furniture was exquisite, yet jumbled into the rooms quite haphazardly. The decor was a strange mixture too: white stuccoed ceilings, deliciously delicate, above wall paintings of grossly erotic scenes. It was as if they had bought whatever they were offered by every fast-talking salesman who came along, without reference to a design plan, let alone taste. The only thing the artwork had in common was that it must have cost thousands.
  


  
    I was amusing myself putting an auction price to a Phidias ‘Venus adjusting her Sandal’ (which gave every appearance of being original, unlike almost every other Phidias you run across in Rome) when a door flew open behind me and a female voice cried, ‘There you are!’
  


  
    I spun round guiltily. When I saw what she looked like, I did not apologise.
  


  
    She was a peach. She had kissed farewell to forty, but if she ever went to the theatre she would attract more attention than the play. Her melting dark brown eyes were outlined with kohl, yet even left to nature those eyes would cause moral damage to any man with a nervous system as susceptible as mine. The eyes were set in a near perfect face, and the face belonged to a body which made the Phidias Venus look like an out-of-condition eggseller who had been on her feet all day. She knew exactly the effect she had; I was swimming in perspiration where I stood.
  


  
    Since I had asked for Sabina Pollia, I assumed this was she. From behind her two burly boys in vibrant blue livery surged towards me.
  


  
    ‘Call off your dogs!’ I commanded. ‘I have an invitation from the lady of the house.’
  


  
    ‘Are you the informer?’ The direct way she spoke suggested that if it suited her she might not be a lady.
  


  
    I nodded. She signalled the two flankers to back off. They stepped aside just enough for privacy though near enough to lather me soundly if I tried to cause offence. I had no intention of doing that – unless someone offended me first. ‘If you ask me,’ I said frankly, ‘a lady should not need a bodyguard in her own home.’
  


  
    I kept my face neutral while madam toyed with the suspicion that I had just accused her of being a common piece. ‘I’m Didius Falco. Sabina Pollia, presumably?’ I offered my paw for a handshake in a deliberately unconventional way. She looked unhappy, but accepted it. She had small hands with many jewelled finger-rings; short fingers with pale oval fingernails like a girl’s.
  


  
    Sabina Pollia made up her mind, and dismissed the two boys in the Adriatic uniforms. A lady ought to have sent for a chaperone; apparently she forgot. She threw herself onto a couch, rather untidily; the graceful Venus had the advantage of her now.
  


  
    ‘Tell me about yourself, Falco!’ A risk of my trade: she intended to enjoy herself, interrogating me. ‘You’re a private informer – how long have you been in that business?’
  


  
    ‘Five years. Since I was invalided out of the legions.’
  


  
    ‘Nothing serious?’
  


  
    I gave her a dry, slow smile. ‘Nothing that prevents me doing what I want to do!’
  


  
    Our eyes met, lingeringly. Getting this beauty to discuss my commission was going to be hard work.
  


  
    She was one of those classic kittens with a straight nose down the centre of a balanced face, clear skin, and extremely regular teeth – a perfect profile, though slightly lacking in expression since the owners of very beautiful faces never need to express character to get what they want; besides, too much expression might crease the paint they never need but always use. She was slight, and played on it – bold snake-headed bracelets to emphasise the delicacy of her arms, and a little, girlishly wounded pout. It was designed to melt a man. Never one to quibble when a woman makes an effort, I melted obediently.
  


  
    ‘I hear you work for the Palace, Falco – though my servant tells me you are not allowed to say anything about that...’
  


  
    ‘Correct.’
  


  
    ‘Being a private informer must be fascinating?’ She was evidently hoping for some scandalous revelations about past clients.
  


  
    ‘Sometimes,’ I answered unhelpfully. Most of my past clients were people I preferred to forget.
  


  
    ‘You had a brother who was a military hero, I hear.’
  


  
    ‘Didius Festus. He won the Palisaded Crown in Judaea.’ My brother Festus would think it hilarious that I had gained status through being related to him. ‘Did you know him?’
  


  
    ‘No – should I?’
  


  
    ‘A lot of women did.’ I smiled. ‘Sabina Pollia, I gather there is something I may be able to help you with?’
  


  
    These doll-like creatures whip to the mark like artillery bolts. ‘Why, Falco – what are you good at?’
  


  
    I decided it was time to reassert my grip on the situation. ‘Lady, what I’m good at is my job! Can we proceed?’
  


  
    ‘Not before time!’ Sabina Pollia retorted.
  


  
    Why do I always get the blame?
  


  
    ‘If I understood Hyacinthus, this is a family problem?’ I asked somewhat dourly.
  


  
    ‘Not quite!’ Pollia laughed. She gave me the vulnerable pout again, but I had never been fooled by it; the lady was tough. ‘We need you to keep the problem out of the family!’
  


  
    ‘Then let’s describe the “family” first. Hortensius Novus lives here; and who else?’
  


  
    ‘We all live here. I am married to Hortensius Felix; Hortensia Atilia is the wife of Hortensius Crepito –’ Slaves intermarrying: a common development.
  


  
    ‘Novus sits among this brotherly triumvirate, still a happy bachelor?’
  


  
    ‘So far,’ she replied, with tension in her voice. ‘But they are not brothers, Falco! What gave you that idea?’
  


  
    I was thrown off balance slightly. ‘The set-up; same names; you call yourselves a family –’
  


  
    ‘We are none of us related. Though we are one family. Our patron’s name was Hortensius Paulus.’
  


  
    So to add to the normal inconvenience that every Roman is reverently named after his father, as are his brothers and sons, here I had a whole gang of ex-slaves, each bearing their old master’s patronymic now they were free. Females too: ‘Hortensia Atilia must be a freed-woman of the same household?’
  


  
    ‘Yes.’
  


  
    ‘But not you?’
  


  
    ‘Oh yes.’
  


  
    ‘Your name is different –’ Sabina Pollia raised the proud pared crescents of her eyebrows, amusing herself at my expense. ‘I’m struggling here!’ I admitted freely.
  


  
    ‘I worked for the woman of the house,’ she stated. The words ‘belonged to’ and ‘was freed by’ slipped by unsaid. ‘I took her title... Falco, is this relevant?’
  


  
    ‘It helps.’ Mainly it helped me hold back accidental insults; I hate to offend my paying clients, in case they pay me less. ‘To sum up: five of you were given your release for good service –’ Set free by the Paulus will, no doubt. ‘You have lived together; married amongst yourselves; worked together, ever since.’ As the minimum age for a slave’s manumission is thirty, a shrewd glance at Pollia suggested she had been on the loose in society for at least ten years. More, I thought, forgetting to be tactful about the lady’s age. ‘You have a well-established household; visibly prosperous. I can work out the rest: enter an outsider – who may be a floosie but we’ll come to that in a minute – and entraps your one loose end. You want me to fend her off?’
  


  
    ‘You’re sharp, Falco.’
  


  
    ‘I like to eat... How far have things gone?’
  


  
    ‘Hortensius Novus has had himself formally betrothed.’
  


  
    ‘Rash man! Before I take the case,’ I pondered thoughtfully, ‘tell me why I should believe that you and Atilia are not simply annoyed at this clever operator for disrupting your routine?’
  


  
    Pollia seemed to accept that it was a fair question. ‘Naturally our concern is for our old friend’s happiness.’
  


  
    ‘Naturally!’ I exclaimed. ‘Though I gather there’s an amount of cash at stake?’
  


  
    ‘If Hortensius Novus brings home a bride who has the right motives we shall welcome her.’ I found it a marvel that two women could share one household, let alone three. I said so. She explained the harmonious arrangements they had devised: ‘Felix and I live in this wing; Crepito and Atilia have the far side. We meet for business and entertainment in the formal rooms at the centre of the house –’
  


  
    ‘Where does Novus squeeze in?’
  


  
    ‘He has a suite on an upper floor – more than ample, Falco.’
  


  
    ‘We bachelors have restrained tastes. But if he weds, can you accommodate a third married couple?’ I asked, wondering if all I had to sort out here was the normal sort of housing problem that blights family life in Rome.
  


  
    ‘Easy enough.’ Sabina Pollia shrugged. ‘Our architect would build on a new wing.’
  


  
    ‘We come to the crunch question then: if Novus taking a wife causes no problems domestically, what is so distressing to you and Atilia about his ladyfriend?’
  


  
    ‘We believe she intends to kill him,’ Sabina Pollia said.
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