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    I
  

  

  


  
   If there was one thing you could say for my father, he never beat his wife.
  


  
    ‘He hit her!’ Pa was spluttering; he was so eager to tell my wife Helena that her brother was guilty of domestic violence. ‘He came right out and admitted it: Camillus Justinus struck Claudia Rufina!’
  


  
    ‘I bet he told you that in confidence too,’ I snapped. ‘So you come bursting in here only five minutes later and tell us!’ Justinus must have gone for a bribe to reinstate himself. Once Pa had sold the culprit an exorbitant ‘forgive me darling’ gift, my parent had rushed straight from his fine art warehouse at the Saepta Julia to our house, eager to snitch.
  


  
    ‘You’d never catch me behaving like that,’ he boasted self-righteously.
  


  
    ‘Agreed. Your faults are more insidious.’
  


  
    There were plenty of drunken male bullies in Rome, and plenty of downtrodden wives who refused to leave them, but as I licked the breakfast honey from my fingers and wished he would go away, I was glaring at a much more subtle character. Marcus Didius Favonius, who had renamed himself Geminus for reasons of his own, was about as complicated as they come. Most people called my father a lovable rogue. Most people, therefore, were bemused that I loathed him.
  


  
    ‘I never hit your mother in my life!’
  


  
    I may have sounded weary. ‘No, you just walked out on her and seven children, leaving Mother to bring us up as best she could.’
  


  
    ‘I sent her money.’ My father’s contributions were a fraction of the fortune he amassed in the course of his dealings as an auctioneer, antique dealer, and reproduction marble salesman.
  


  
    ‘If Ma had been given a denarius for every foolish buyer of flaky Greek “original statues” you conned, we would all have dined on peacocks and my sisters would have had dowries to buy tribunes as husbands.’
  


  
    All right, I admit it: Pa was right when he muttered: ‘Giving money to any of your sisters would have been a bad idea.’
  


  
    The point about Pa is that he could, if it was absolutely unavoidable, put up a fight. It would be a fight worth watching, if you had half an hour before your next appointment and a piece of Lucanian sausage to chew on while you stood there. Yet to him, the concept of any husband daring to hit a feisty wife (the only kind my father knew about, since he came from the Aventine where women give no quarter) was about as likely as getting a Vestal Virgin to buy him a drink. He also knew that Quintus Camillus Justinus was the son of a respectable, thoroughly amiable senator; he was my wife’s younger brother, in general her favourite; everyone spoke highly of Quintus. Come to that, he had always been my favourite. If you overlooked a few failings – little quirks, like stealing his own brother’s bride and backing out of a respectable career so he could run off to North Africa to grow silphium (which is extinct, but that didn’t stop him) – he was a nice lad. Helena and I were both very fond of him.
  


  
    From the moment of their elopement, Claudia and Quintus had had their difficulties. It was the usual story. He had been too young to get married; she was much too keen on the idea. They were in love when they did it. That is more than most couples can say. Now that they had a baby son, we all assumed they would set aside their problems. If they divorced, they would both be expected to marry other people anyway. They could end up with worse. Justinus, who was the real offender in their stormy relationship, would certainly lose out, because the one thing he had acquired with Claudia was joyful access to her very large fortune. She was a fiery piece when she needed to be, and her habit nowadays was to wear her emeralds on every occasion, to remind him of what he would lose (apart from his dear little son Gaius) if they separated.
  


  
    Helena Justina, my level-headed wife weighed in, making it clear where her sympathies would lie. ‘Calm down, Geminus, and tell us what caused poor Quintus to be in this trouble.’ She tapped my still-excited father on the chest, to soothe him. ‘Where is my brother now?’
  


  
    ‘Your noble father has requested that the villain leave the family home!’ Quintus and Claudia lived with his parents; it cannot have helped.
  


  
    Pa, whose children and grandchildren rejected all forms of supervision, especially from him, seemed impressed by the senator’s bravery. He assumed a disapproving air. From the biggest reprobate on the Aventine, this was ludicrous. Pa gazed at me with those tricky brown eyes, running his hands through the wild grey curls that still clustered on his wicked old head. He was daring me to be flippant. I knew when to hold my peace. I wasn’t mad.
  


  
    ‘So where can he go?’ A curious note of hysteria squeaked its way into Helena’s voice.
  


  
    ‘He told me he has camped out in your uncle’s old house.’ The senator had inherited this property next door to his own. I knew that house was currently empty. The senator needed the rent, but the last tenants had left suddenly.
  


  
    ‘Well, that’s convenient.’ Helena sounded brisk; she was a practical woman. ‘Did my brother say what caused him to lash out at dear Claudia?’
  


  
    ‘Apparently,’ my father’s tone was lugubrious – the old bastard was enjoying every moment of this – ‘your brother has an old girlfriend in town.’
  


  
    ‘Oh “girlfriend” is putting it far too strongly, Geminus!’ I gazed at Helena fondly and let her commit herself: ‘I know who you mean of course – Veleda is her name –’ All Rome knew the past history of this notorious female – though, so far, few people realised she and Quintus had ever been connected. His wife must have heard something, however. I guessed Quintus himself had stupidly told her. ‘Quintus may have met the woman once,’ Helena declared, trying to reassure herself, ‘but it was a long time ago, long before he was married or had even heard of Claudia – and anything that occurred between them happened very far away!’
  


  
    ‘In a forest, I believe!’ Pa smirked, as if trees were disgusting.
  


  
    Helena looked hot. ‘Veleda is a barbarian, a German from beyond the frontier of the Empire –’
  


  
    ‘Isn’t your sister-in-law also from outside Italy?’ Pa now produced a leer, his speciality.
  


  
    ‘Claudia comes from Hispania Baetica. Absolutely civilised. An utterly different background and position. Spain has been Romanised for generations. Claudia is a Roman citizen, whereas the prophetess –’
  


  
    ‘Oh this Veleda is a prophetess?’ Pa snorted.
  


  
    ‘Not good enough to foresee her own doom!’ snapped Helena. ‘She has been captured and brought to Rome for execution on the Capitol. Veleda offers no hope of romance to my brother and no threat to his wife. Even Claudia at her most sensitive should be able to see that he can have nothing more to do with this woman. So what in Hades can have driven him to hit her?’
  


  
    A wily look appeared upon Pa’s face. People say we are alike physically. This was an expression I had certainly not inherited.
  


  
    ‘It could be,’ my father speculated (knowing the reason full well, of course), ‘because Claudia Rufina hit him first.’
  


  
    II
  

  

  


  
    Saturnalia was a good time for a family quarrel; it could easily be lost among the seasonal rumpus. But not this quarrel, unfortunately.
  


  
    Helena Justina played down the incident for as long as Pa stayed around. Neither of us told him any more gossip. Eventually he gave up. The minute he left, she pulled on a warm cloak, called up a carrying chair, and rushed off to confront her brother at their late uncle’s empty, elegant house by the Capena Gate. I did not bother to go with her. I doubted she would find Justinus there. He had enough sense not to place himself in a losing position, like a doomed counter on a backgammon board, right where furious female relatives could jump on him.
  


  
    My darling wife and mother of my children was a tall, serious, sometimes obstinate young woman. She described herself as ‘a quiet girl’, at which I openly guffawed. Still, I had heard her describe me to strangers as talented and of fine character, so Helena had good judgement. More sensitive than her outward calm revealed, she was so upset about her brother she failed to notice that a messenger from the imperial Palace had come for me. If she had realised, she would have been even more jumpy.
  


  
    It was the usual washed-out slave. He was underdeveloped and rickety; he looked as if he had stopped growing when he hit his teens, though he was older than that – had to be, to become a trusty who was sent out alone on the streets with messages. He wore a crumpled loose-weave tunic, bit his dirty nails, hung his lousy head, and in the customary manner, claimed to know nothing about his errand.
  


  
    I played along. ‘So what does Laeta want?’
  


  
    ‘Not allowed to say.’
  


  
    ‘Then you admit it is Claudius Laeta who sent you to get me?’
  


  
    Out-manoeuvred, he cursed himself. ‘Fair do’s, Falco... He’s got a job for you.’
  


  
    ‘Will I like it? – Don’t bother answering.’ I never liked anything from the Palace. ‘I’ll fetch my cloak.’
  


  
    We buffeted our way through the Forum. It was packed with miserable householders, taking home green boughs for decoration, depressed by the inflationary Saturnalia prices and by knowing they were stuck with a week when they were supposed to forget grudges and quarrels. Four times I rebuffed hard-faced women selling wax candles from trays. Drunks were already littering the temple steps, celebrating in advance. We had nearly two weeks to get through yet.
  


  
    I had worked on imperial missions before, usually abroad. These jobs were always terrible and complicated by ruthless scheming among the Emperor’s ambitious bureaucrats. Half the time their dangerous in-fighting threatened to ruin my efforts and get me killed.
  


  
    Though designated a scroll secretary, Claudius Laeta ranked high; he had some undefined oversight of both home security and foreign intelligence. His only good point, in my opinion, was that he endlessly struggled to outwit, out-manoeuvre, out-stay and do down his implacable rival, Anacrites the Chief Spy. The Spy worked alongside the Praetorian Guard. He was supposed to keep his nose out of foreign policy, but he meddled freely. He possessed at least one extremely dangerous agent in the field, a dancer called Perella, though generally his sidekicks were dross. Up to now, that had given Laeta the upper hand.
  


  
    Anacrites and I had occasionally worked together. Don’t let me give the impression I despised him. He was a festering fistula of pestilential pus. I treat anything that venomous only with respect. Our relationship was based on the purest emotion: hate.
  


  
    Compared with Anacrites, Claudius Laeta was civilised. Well, he looked harmless as he rose from a couch to greet me in his highly painted office, but he was a silken-tongued twister I had never trusted. He saw me as a grimy thug, though a thug who possessed intelligence and other handy talents. We dealt with one another, when we had to, politely. He realised that two of his three masters – the Emperor himself and the elder of Vespasian’s sons, Titus Caesar – both had a high regard for my qualities. Laeta was far too astute to ignore that. He held on to his position by the old bureaucrat’s trick of feigning agreement with any views his superiors held strongly. He only stopped short of the pretence that hiring me had been his recommendation. Vespasian could spot that sort of creep.
  


  
    I was quite sure that Laeta had managed to find out that the younger princeling, Domitian Caesar, had a deep-running feud with me. I knew something about Domitian that he would dearly love to expunge: he once killed a young girl, and I still possessed the evidence. Outside the imperial family it remained a secret, but the mere fact that such a secret existed was bound to reach their sharp-eyed chief secretaries. Claudius Laeta would have buried a coded note in some scroll in his columbarium, reminding himself to use my dangerous knowledge against me one day.
  


  
    Well, I had information on him too. He schemed too much to stay in the clear. I wasn’t worried.
  


  
    Despite this plotting and jealousy, the old Palace of Tiberius always seemed surprisingly fresh and businesslike. The Empire had been run from this fading monument for a century, through good emperors and debauched ones; some of the slick slaves went back here for three generations. The messenger had dropped me off almost as soon as we entered through the Cryptoporticus. With barely a wave of a spear from the guards, I wound my way up into the interior, through staterooms I recognised, and on into ones I could not remember. Then I hit the system.
  


  
    An invitation was no guarantee of a welcome. As usual, working through the flunkeys was a frustrating grind. Vespasian had famously abandoned the paranoid security Nero used to protect himself from assassination: now, nobody was searched. It may have impressed the public; I knew better. Even our most lovable old emperor since Claudius was too shrewd to take risks. Power draws lunatics. There would always be one crackpot ready to run amok with a sword in the perverted hope of fame. So as I sought Laeta’s office I was pushed around by Praetorian Guards, held up while chamberlains consulted lists upon which I did not feature, stuck alone in corridors for hours, and generally driven crazy. At which point Laeta’s tidily dressed minions had let me in.
  


  
    ‘Next time you want me, let’s meet on a park bench!’
  


  
    ‘Didius Falco! How pleasant to see you. Still frothing at the mouth, I see.’
  


  
    Arguing was about as useful as demanding a recount of your change in a busy lunchtime food bar. I forced myself to simmer down. Laeta saw he had nearly pushed me too far. He caved in. ‘So sorry to keep you waiting, Falco. Nothing changes here. Too much to do and too little time to do it – and a panic on, naturally.’
  


  
    ‘I wonder what that can be!’ I implied I had private information about it. I didn’t.
  


  
    ‘I’ll come to that –’
  


  
    ‘Keep it brisk then.’
  


  
    ‘Titus Caesar suggested I talk to you –’
  


  
    ‘And how is the princely Titus?’
  


  
    ‘Oh – wonderful, wonderful.’
  


  
    ‘Still screwing beautiful Queen Berenice? Or have you dreamed up some stratagem to whisk her back to her desert and avert embarrassment?’
  


  
    Nursemaids must give a potion in babies’ little pottery feeding bottles, one that makes aristocratic Roman males hanker after exotic women. Cleopatra had worked her way through enough Roman top brass. Now Titus Caesar, like me a handsome lad in his thirties, was an amiable prince who ought to be marrying a fifteen-year-old pretty patrician with good hips so he could father the next generation of Flavian emperors; instead, he preferred to dally on purple cushions with the voluptuous Queen of Judaea. It was true love, they said. Well, it must certainly be love on his part; Berenice was hot stuff, but older than him, and had a terrible reputation for incest (which Rome could cope with) and political interference (which was bad news). Conservative Rome would never accept this hopeful dame as an imperial consort. Astute in all other matters, Titus stuck with his no-brain love affair like some bloody-minded teenager who had been instructed to stop smooching the kitchen maid.
  


  
    Bored with waiting for an answer, I had lost myself in these gloomy thoughts. Without any obvious signal, Laeta’s minions had all melted away. He and I were now alone and he had the air of a sword-swallower at the high point of a trick: ‘Look at me; this is terribly dangerous! I am about to disembowel myself...’
  


  
    ‘And there’s Veleda,’ said Claudius Laeta in his polite bureaucratic accent.
  


  
    I stopped daydreaming.
  


  
    III
  

  

  


  
    ‘Veleda ...’ I pretended I was trying to remember who she was. Laeta saw through it.
  


  
    I took a free couch. Relaxing at the Palace always made me feel like an unpleasant grub that had crawled in from the gardens. We informers are not meant to spread ourselves on cushions stuffed with goose-down, embroidered in luminous silks with imperial motifs. I had probably brought in donkey dung on my boots. I didn’t bother to check the floor marble.
  


  
    ‘When Titus suggested you, I looked at your record, Falco,’ Laeta pointed out. ‘Five years ago, you were sent on a mission to Germany to help batten down any persisting rebels. The scroll box has been mysteriously weeded – one wonders why – but it’s clear you met Civilis, the Batavian chief, and I can work out the rest. I presume you crossed over the River Rhenus to negotiate with the priestess?’
  


  
    Back in the Year of the Four Emperors, when the Empire had collapsed in bloody lawlessness, Civilis and Veleda had been two German activists who tried to free their area from Roman occupation. Civilis was one of our own, an ex-auxiliary, trained in the legions, but Veleda opposed us from alien territory. Once Vespasian assumed the throne and ended the civil war, they had both remained troublemakers – for a while.
  


  
    ‘Wrong direction,’ I smiled. ‘I went across from Batavia, and then worked south to find her.’
  


  
    ‘Details,’ sniffed Laeta.
  


  
    ‘I was trying to stay alive. Formal negotiations were difficult when the rampaging Bructeri were after our blood. No point ending up decapitated, with our heads hurled in the river as sacrifices.’
  


  
    ‘Not if you can make friends with a beauteous blonde at the top of a signal tower, and then borrow her boat to sail home.’ Laeta knew all the details. He must have seen my ‘confidential’ report. I hoped he did not know the facts I had omitted.
  


  
    ‘Which I did, very fast. Free Germany is no place for a Roman to linger.’
  


  
    ‘Well, things have moved on –’
  


  
    ‘For the better?’ I doubted it. ‘I left both Civilis and Veleda grudgingly reconciled to Rome. At least neither was intending any more armed revolts, and Civilis was pinned down in his home area. So what’s the problem with the buxom Bructeran now?’
  


  
    Claudius Laeta balanced his chin on his hands thoughtfully. After a while he asked me, ‘I believe you know Quintus Julius Cordinus Gaius Rutilius Gallicus?’
  


  
    I choked. ‘I’ve met parts of him! He wasn’t using that whole scroll of names.’ He must have been adopted. That was one way to improve your status. Some wealthy patron, with a desperate need for an heir and not much judgement, had given him a step up in society and a double signature. He would probably drop the extra names as soon as he decently could.
  


  
    Laeta pressed out a pitying smile. ‘The estimable Gallicus is now Governor of Germania Inferior. He’s gone formal.’ Then he was an idiot. The six-name wonder would still be the same anodyne senator I first met in Libya when he was an envoy surveying land boundaries to stop tribal feuds. I had since shared a poetry recital with him. We all make mistakes. Mine tend to be embarrassing.
  


  
    ‘As I recall, he’s not special.’
  


  
    ‘Are any of them?’ Now Laeta was being chummy. ‘Still, the man is doing an excellent job as governor. I don’t suppose you’ve kept up with developments – the Bructeri are active again; Gallicus crossed over to Germania Libera to put a clamp on that. While he was there, he captured Veleda –’ Using my map of where she was holed up, no doubt.
  


  
    I was annoyed. ‘So it made no difference at all that – acting on Vespasian’s orders – I promised the woman there would be no reprisals once she stopped her anti-Roman agitation?’
  


  
    ‘You’re right. It made no difference.’ Still pretending we were friends, Laeta showed his cynicism. ‘The official explanation is that since the Bructeri were threatening the stability of the region again, it was presumed she had not stopped stirring.’
  


  
    ‘Alternatively,’ I suggested, ‘she and her tribe have had a falling out. When the Bructeri put on war gear nowadays, it is nothing to do with her.’
  


  
    There was a pause. What I said was correct. (I do keep up with developments.) Veleda had found herself increasingly at odds with her countrymen. Her local influence was waning, and even if he thought he needed to put down her fellow-tribesmen, Rutilius Gallicus could have – should have – left her alone.
  


  
    He needed her for his own purposes. Veleda was a symbol. So she stood no chance.
  


  
    ‘Let’s not haggle, Falco. Gallicus made a brave foray into Germania Libera and legitimately removed a vicious enemy of Rome –’
  


  
    I finished the story. ‘Now he’s hoping for a Triumph?’
  


  
    ‘Only emperors have Triumphs. As a general, Gallicus will be entitled to an Ovation.’ Same deal as a Triumph, but a shorter procession: done on the cheap. Even so, an Ovation was rare. It marked extraordinary civic thanks to a general who had courageously made war in unconquered territory.
  


  
    ‘Mere terminology! Is Vespasian promoting this? Or just Rutilius’ friend at court – Domitian?’
  


  
    ‘Is Gallicus on good terms with Domitian Caesar?’ Laeta was playing disingenuous.
  


  
    ‘They share a deep admiration for horrible epic poetry... So is Germania Libera and all its nasty, violent, Rome-hating, wolf-skinned inhabitants, now part of the Empire, thanks to heroic Rutilius?’
  


  
    ‘Not quite.’ Laeta meant, not at all. After Augustus lost the three Varus legions in the Teutoburger Forest seventy years before, it was obvious that Rome would never be able to advance safely beyond the River Rhenus. Nobody knew how far the dark trees extended east, or how many ferocious tribes inhabited the vast uncharted zones. I had been there briefly; there was nothing for us. I could see a theoretical risk that the hostile tribes would one day come out of the woods, cross the river and attack us, but that is all it was: theoretical. There would be no advantage to them. So long as they stayed on their side, we would stay on ours.
  


  
    Except when a self-aggrandising general like Rutilius Gallicus felt obliged to embark on a crazy adventure, to add lustre to his piss-poor status at home...
  


  
    Disapproval was flavouring my saliva. Not only was Rutilius an idiot, Claudius Laeta was a fool for the glint of respect he was showing the man. Put policy in the hands of such dimwits, and you could hear the gods guffawing.
  


  
    ‘We still have in place our old decision not to advance territorially beyond the river.’ Laeta was so complacent I wanted to pour ink from his silver stationery set all over his pristine white tunic. ‘Nonetheless, there is a tricky area opposite Moguntiacum –’ That was a large base we had, halfway down the Rhenus. ‘The Emperor was content for Gallicus to consolidate the area for safety. When he goes back –’
  


  
    ‘Goes back?’ I shot in.
  


  
    Laeta looked shifty. ‘We never publicise movements of governors when they are outside their provinces –’
  


  
    ‘Oh, he’s stolen a mid-term break.’ They all did it. They had to check up on their wives at home.
  


  
    Laeta carried on doggedly: ‘That’s the problem, you see, Falco. The problem with Veleda.’
  


  
    I sat up. ‘He brought her back to Rome?’ Laeta merely closed his eyes longer than usual and did not answer me. I for one had known for weeks that Veleda was here; I had sailed back from Greece early, just to head off any trouble with Justinus. ‘Oh, I see! Rutilius brought her back to Rome – but you are not admitting it?’
  


  
    ‘Security is not a game, Falco.’
  


  
    ‘I hope you’d play better, if it was.’
  


  
    ‘The governor, very sensibly, preferred not to leave such a high-ranking, sensitive captive behind. The risks were too great. A woman prisoner in an army camp is always a focus for unrest, even pranks that could get out of hand. Without Gallicus to impose an iron grip, her tribe could have tried to mount a rescue. Rival tribes might have tried to assassinate her; they are always at each other’s throats. Veleda might even have escaped independently.’
  


  
    The list of possible crises sounded like an excuse in retrospect. Then the subtle way Laeta failed to meet my eye alerted me. Dear gods. I could hardly believe what must have happened: ‘So, Claudius Laeta, let me be quite clear: Rutilius Gallicus brought the priestess back to Rome with him – for “safety” – then he let her escape here?’
  


  
    Veleda was a stupendously influential barbarian, a famous enemy who once rabble-roused a whole continent into revolt against Rome. She hated us. She hated everything we represented. She had united northern Europe while we were preoccupied with our leadership tussles, and at the height of her activity she nearly lost us Batavia, Gaul and Germany. And now, Laeta was telling me, she was on the loose, right inside our city.
  


  
    IV
  

  

  


  
    Claudius Laeta pursed his lips. He had the sorrowful expression of a top official who is absolutely determined his department will not be blamed for this.
  


  
    ‘Is it your problem?’ I murmured mischievously.
  


  
    ‘Chief Spy’s remit,’ he announced firmly.
  


  
    ‘Then it’s everybody’s problem!’
  


  
    ‘You are very frank about your differences with Anacrites, Falco.’
  


  
    ‘Someone has to be open. That fool will do a lot of damage if he isn’t stopped.’
  


  
    ‘We believe him to be competent.’
  


  
    ‘Then you’re nuts.’
  


  
    We were both silent. I was thinking about the implications of Veleda’s escape. It was not that she could launch a military attack here. But her presence right in Rome was a disaster. That she had been imported by an ex-consul, a high-ranking provincial administrator, one of the Emperor’s favourites, would damage public confidence. Rutilius Gallicus had been stupid. There would be outrage and dismay. Belief in the Emperor would shrink. The army would look pitiful. Rutilius – well, few people had heard much of Rutilius, except in Germany. But if word got back there, the effect on the province of Germany could be dangerous. Veleda was still a big name on both sides of the River Rhenus. As a so-called prophetess, the woman had always caused a frisson of terror that was out of proportion to her real influence; still, she had summoned up armies of rebels, and those rebels had wreaked havoc.
  


  
    ‘Now she’s free in Rome – and you’ve sent for me.’
  


  
    ‘You have met her, Falco. You will recognise her.’
  


  
    ‘As simple as that?’
  


  
    He knew nothing. Veleda was of striking appearance: the first thing she would do was dye her hair. Most Roman women wanted to go blonde, but one visit to a cosmetic pharmacy would have Veleda well disguised.
  


  
    ‘You may charge a premium.’ Laeta made me sound mercenary. He ignored the fact that he himself received a big annual salary – plus bribes – plus pension – plus legacy, if the Emperor died – whereas I was stuck with whatever I could claw together on a freelance basis. ‘This is a national emergency. Titus reckons you have the skills, Falco.’
  


  
    He mentioned the fee, and I managed not to whistle. The Palace saw this as an emergency all right.
  


  
    I took the job. Laeta then told me the background. It was worse than I thought. Missions from the Palace always were. Not many were as bad as this, but as soon as I had heard Veleda’s name I had known this particular fiasco would be special.
  


  
    Rutilius Gallicus had arrived back in Italy several weeks ago, was debriefed at the Palace, caught up with the news in the Forum and from his noble acquaintances, then swanned off north to Augusta Taurinorum, where his family lived. That’s right up close to the Alps. I mused that his background should have given him sympathies with the barbarians in Germany; he had been born and bred right next door to them. He was practically German himself.
  


  
    I had met his rather provincial wife, Minicia Paetina. She did not take to me. It was mutual. She had attended the poetry recital Rutilius and I once gave together, where she made it clear she thought me a plebeian upstart, unfit to wipe her fellow’s nose. The fact that our audience openly preferred my snappy satires to his endless extracts from a second-rate epic did not improve Minicia’s attitude.
  


  
    The audience were no help, in fact. Rutilius Gallicus had invited Domitian Caesar as his guest of honour, whereas I was supported by cat-calling members of my Aventine family. From memory, Anacrites had been there, too. I could not remember whether this was in the ghastly period when he tried moving in on my sister Maia or the even worse episode when everyone thought the Spy had made himself my mother’s gigolo.
  


  
    Helena Justina had been polite to Minicia Paetina, and vice versa, but we were generally glad when the Rutilii went home. I could imagine the kind of stiff Saturnalia they were now about to enjoy at Augusta Taurinorum. ‘As a special treat, we can all wear informal tunics at dinner, instead of togas...’
  


  
    ‘There’s no chance Rutilius will cut short his leave and pop back here to sort out his mess?’
  


  
    ‘No chance at all, Falco.’
  


  
    As for Veleda, Laeta said Rutilius had brought her to Rome, where she was ensconced in a safe house. She had to be put somewhere. Burying her in a prison cell for the next couple of years, until Rutilius reached the end of his tour as governor, was not an option. Veleda would never have survived the dirt and disease. No point having a famous rebel die of jail fever. She must be kept fit and looking ferocious for the triumphal procession. A bonus would be to claim she was a virgin; by tradition she would be formally raped by her jailer just before her execution. Rome loves that kind of smut. So no one would want any dewy-eyed junior jailers falling in love with her and comforting her in the cell, let alone prankster sons of consuls bribing their way in for a quick thrill on the straw.
  


  
    Priestesses always call themselves virgins. They have to clothe themselves in mystery. But Veleda had had at least one fling in the past. I knew who she had had it with too. Why do you think she gave us the boat?
  


  
    ‘Tell me about your so-called safe house, Laeta.’
  


  
    ‘Not mine!’ I wondered whose. Would Anacrites have fixed it up? ‘All necessary checks were carried out, Falco. There were rigorous measures in place. Her host is absolutely reliable. She gave us her parole as well. It was perfectly secure.’ Officialdom’s usual excuses. I knew how much they meant.
  


  
    ‘So it’s incredible, is it, that she somehow got out? Who was the lucky host?’
  


  
    ‘Quadrumatus Labeo.’ Never heard of him.
  


  
    ‘Who was in charge of security?’
  


  
    ‘Ah!’ Laeta’s immediate enthusiasm for the subject told me he was in the clear. ‘That’s an interesting point, Falco.’
  


  
    ‘In Palatine argot, an “interesting point” is generally a complete rat’s arse...’ I squeezed Laeta until he admitted the mess: Rutilius Gallicus had brought Veleda home with an escort of troops from Germany. Then confusion set in. The legionaries assumed that they had handed over responsibility to the Praetorian Guard; the soldiers all expected to bugger off to brothels and winebars for three months until they had to take Rutilius back to Germany. Nobody told the Praetorians they had acquired the magic maiden.
  


  
    ‘So, Laeta. Who should have told the Praetorians? Rutilius himself?’
  


  
    ‘Oh he has no remit in Rome. And he is a stickler for propriety.’
  


  
    ‘Of course he is! So the stickler jumped into a carriage and rushed north, with his Saturnalia presents stuffed in the luggage box... Did Titus Caesar know Veleda was here?’
  


  
    ‘Don’t blame him. Titus may be nominally commander of the Praetorians, yet he does not issue orders of the day. His role is ceremonial –’
  


  
    ‘He’ll certainly give a ceremonial bollocking to the Guards who watched her flit!’
  


  
    ‘Don’t forget, Falco, it is supposed to be a secret that she ever arrived.’
  


  
    ‘So if it’s a secret, did anyone notify Anacrites?’
  


  
    ‘Anacrites bloody well knows now!’ muttered Laeta tetchily. ‘He has been assigned responsibility for finding her.’
  


  
    This was worse than I had thought. ‘Then I repeat: did he know before?’
  


  
    ‘I have no idea.’
  


  
    ‘Get away!’
  


  
    ‘I am not privy to security policy.’
  


  
    ‘But you’re privy to the balls-up! Next awkward question then: if Anacrites has oversight of the recovery operation, why are you commissioning me? Does he know I’m to be involved?’
  


  
    ‘He was opposed to it.’ I could have guessed that. ‘Titus wants you,’ said Laeta. His voice dropped uncharacteristically. ‘There are some odd circumstances surrounding the woman’s escape... exactly your sort of thing, Falco.’ Afterwards I knew I should have pursued that straight away, but the hint of flattery diverted me, then Laeta cunningly added, ‘Anacrites believes his own resources will suffice.’
  


  
    ‘“Resources”? Is he still using Momus, and that dwarf with the enormous feet? And I may know what Veleda looks like, but he hasn’t a clue. He won’t spot the woman if she steps on his toe and steals his arm-purse... Presumably, the troops Rutilius brought across from Germany to guard her on the journey all saw her? They should be able to recognise her. Has anyone thought of recalling them?’
  


  
    ‘Titus. Titus cancelled their leave.’ Titus Caesar could think in a crisis. ‘They are yours.’ Laeta quickly pushed a scroll of names at me. ‘Anacrites wants to use the Praetorian Guard. Actually, we couldn’t find the whole escort for you – some must have gone to see their mothers at the back of beyond – but these ten men and their officer have been told to report to your house tomorrow, in civilian clothes.’
  


  
    These must be the ones who were so unlovable their mothers refused to have them home. ‘I must tell my wife,’ I sneered, ‘that she has to entertain ten disgruntled legionaries, who have been robbed of their home leave, in our house for Saturnalia.’
  


  
    ‘You’ll have to pretend they are your relatives,’ said Laeta, nastily. He thought he was insulting my family. He had not met my real relatives; nobody could be as bad. ‘The noble Helena Justina will undoubtedly cope. She can charge us for their keep.’ That wasn’t the point. ‘I imagine your young woman’s domestic accounting is immaculate. The men have specific orders to behave politely...’ Even Laeta tailed off, foreseeing the kind of domestic strife that now awaited me.
  


  
    ‘During a festival devoted to misrule? Laeta, you’re an optimist!’ Glancing at the names on the list, my heart sank even more. I recognised one of them. Rutilius Gallicus must be the kind of bright commander who instinctively picks his most useless men for the most delicate tasks. ‘Right –’ I braced myself. ‘I need a full briefing on Veleda’s host at this so-called safe house, your Labeo character.’ Meekly, Laeta proffered another prepared scroll. I made no attempt to unravel it. ‘What’s my target completion date?’
  


  
    ‘End of Saturnalia?’
  


  
    ‘Oh flying phalluses!’
  


  
    ‘My dear Falco!’ Laeta was now smiling slyly, ‘I know you will see this as a race against time, a challenge to beat Anacrites.’
  


  
    ‘And that’s another thing: I don’t want to be pissed about by him. I want the right to overrule him. I want command of the exercise.’
  


  
    Laeta pretended to be shocked. ‘Can’t be done, Falco.’
  


  
    ‘Then I’m out.’
  


  
    He had anticipated trouble. ‘I offer you one concession: Anacrites will have no right of command over you. He keeps his normal reporting line; you remain a freelance. You will work to me, of course, but you are nominally acting direct for Titus Caesar. Will that suffice?’
  


  
    ‘Have to. I don’t want bloody Anacrites getting his debauched hands on the priestess before me –’ I grinned salaciously. ‘Claudius Laeta, I do know what she looks like, remember: the priestess Veleda is a beautiful girl!’
  


  
    V
  

  

  


  
    A genuine virgin was waiting on my doorstep when I returned home. That did not happen often now. In fact, I had always preferred my women to possess a degree of experience. Innocence causes all kinds of misunderstandings, and that’s even before you get tangled up with your conscience.
  


  
    This one told me her name was Ganna. She was late teens and tearful, and she begged me to help her. Some informers would have palpitations just thinking about this. I invited her in politely and fixed myself up with a chaperon.
  


  
    I had never acquired a doorman. Ganna’s scared rap on our dolphin knocker had been answered by Albia, our foster-daughter, who was scared of very little except perhaps losing her place in our family. Orphaned as a baby in the Boudiccan Rebellion in Britain, Albia was now also late teens and lived with us, learning to be Roman. With fierce defence tactics against any young woman who looked like a rival, she had commanded Ganna to stay outside. Then she forgot to mention to Helena Justina that a new client had called.
  


  
    A young female client who was tall, lithe and golden haired... I knew I would enjoy telling my friend Petronius Longus about Ganna. He would be jealous as all Hades.
  


  
    I made sure I told Helena straight away. I had put Ganna in quarantine in the small blue salon where we saw unexpected visitors; there was nothing to steal and no back way out. Nux, our dog, sat by the door as if on guard. Nux was really a crazy, friendly, frowsty little mutt, always keen to give visitors a guided tour of the rooms where we displayed valuables. Still, I had told Ganna not to make any sudden movements, and with luck she had failed to spot Nuxie wagging that disreputable tail.
  


  
    Outside in the corridor with Helena, I applied a concerned expression and tried to look like a man she could trust. Helena’s chin was up. She looked like a woman who knew exactly what kind of fellow she had married. In an undertone, I sketched in a rapid résumé of Laeta’s brief. Helena listened, but she seemed pale and tense; she had a slight frown between her dark, definite eyebrows, which I smoothed away with one finger gently. She said she had failed to find her brother. Nobody knew where Justinus was. He had stormed out that morning and still not returned home. Apart from the one sighting by Pa at the Saepta Julia, Justinus had disappeared.
  


  
    I hid a smile. So the disgraced Quintus was managing to evade confrontations.
  


  
    ‘Don’t laugh, Marcus! It’s clear that his quarrel with Claudia was serious.’
  


  
    ‘I’m not laughing. Why spend money on a very expensive present for Claudia, yet not hand it over?’
  


  
    ‘So you are as concerned about him as I am, Marcus?’
  


  
    ‘Of course.’
  


  
    Well, he would probably turn up here this evening, blind drunk and trying to remember in which seedy wine bar he had left Claudia’s present.
  


  
    We marched in on Ganna.
  


  
    She was perched on a seat, a thin, hunched figure in a long brown gown with a plaited girdle. Her gold torque necklace subtly told us she came from some predominantly Celtic area and had access to treasure. Perhaps she was a chieftain’s daughter. I hoped her papa did not come looking for her here. She had ice-blue eyes in a sweet face, upon which an anxious expression was making her look vulnerable. I knew enough about women to doubt that.
  


  
    We seated ourselves opposite her, side by side formally like a husband and wife on a tombstone. Stately and brisk, with her best agates nestling on the rich blue gown that covered a wonderful bosom, Helena led the conversation. She had worked with me for the past seven years and regularly handled interrogations where my direct participation would not be respectable. Widows and virgins, and good-looking married women with predatory histories.
  


  
    ‘This is Marcus Didius Falco and I am Helena Justina, his wife. Your name is Ganna? So where do you come from, Ganna, and are you happy to speak our language?’
  


  
    ‘I live among the Bructeri in the forest beyond the great river. I speak your language,’ Ganna said, with the same slight sneer Veleda had had when she made the same boast five years ago. They learned from traders and captured soldiers. The reason they learned Latin was to spy on their enemies. They enjoyed the way their Latin startled us. ‘Or would you rather speak Greek?’ challenged Ganna.
  


  
    ‘Whichever is most comfortable for you!’ countered Helena, in Greek – which put a stop to that nonsense.
  


  
    As a supplicant, Ganna was fiery but desperate. I listened, watching her in silence, as Helena drew out her story. The girl had been Veleda’s acolyte. Captured with Veleda, she had been brought here as her companion to give an appearance of propriety. According to her, Rutilius Gallicus had told them they would be honoured guests in Rome. He had implied they would be treated as noble hostages, like princes in the past, who were taught Roman ways, then returned to their home kingdoms to act as friendly client rulers. This was the explanation for placing the women in the safe house, with the senator Quadrumatus Labeo, a man Gallicus knew. They were there for some weeks, then Veleda overheard that she was really to end up paraded in chains in a Triumph and ritually killed.
  


  
    ‘Very distressing for her.’ Helena thought intelligent women should have foreseen it.
  


  
    ‘You call us barbarians!’ scoffed Ganna.
  


  
    Like Cleopatra before her, Veleda was determined not to be made a spectacle for the Roman crowd. I muttered to Helena, ‘Luckily the Bructeri have never heard of asps.’
  


  
    Ganna said Veleda had made up her mind to escape immediately – and being both determined and ingenious, she did so. She went alone. It was very sudden. Ganna was left behind; in the hurried investigation that followed, she was terrified to learn that the Chief Spy intended to interrogate her, probably using torture. She took advantage of the confusion at the Quadrumatus house and also ran away, not knowing where she could find her companion or how to survive in a city. Veleda had told Ganna that there was one man in Rome who might help them return to the forest, giving her my name.
  


  
    I like to be thought of as a man of honour – but returning these women to the wild woods a thousand miles to the north would be harder than Ganna seemed to realise. For a start, the logistics would be appalling. But I had no intention of allowing either to go back to the Free German tribes, carrying yet more stories of Roman duplicity. Even if I could manage it, if the truth came out here, I would be a traitor, crucified by a high road and damned to the memory.
  


  
    There was more. With extra tears and entreaties Ganna wrung her hands and beseeched me to help with a desperate problem. She wanted me to find Veleda before harm befell her –
  


  
    ‘This is a very serious request,’ I said gravely. Helena Justina glanced across sharply. I always loved having duplicate commissions, if they came with a double fee. ‘And for a private informer, perhaps it is inappropriate.’ Helena shot me another sarcastic glare.
  


  
    It did not stop Ganna. She was determined that I was the man for the business – for much the same reason as Laeta had been: I knew Veleda. Ganna believed that would make me sympathetic towards her missing companion, for whom she expressed worse anxieties. With more of those entrancing tears running down her pale face from her delicate blue eyes, Ganna said that ever since Veleda had arrived in Rome, she had been suffering from a mysterious illness.
  


  
    Veleda was sick? That really was bad news. Captives who are destined to adorn famous generals’ Ovations are not supposed to pass away from natural causes first.
  


  
    It was bad news for me too. ‘Abate the fee’ was the Flavian emperors’ motto: I would lose the extremely generous reward I had been promised by Titus Caesar if, when I produced Veleda, she was already dead.
  


  
    I told Ganna I was obliged to work for money and she assured me that she had it to give. She left her gold torque as a surety. I say ‘left’ because I quickly moved her out; I was uneasy about keeping her at our house. Apart from Albia’s hostility, there was the coming problem of ten disgruntled brutes from the German legions. They would know who Ganna was and might report us to the authorities for harbouring a fugitive. Helena knew nothing about them yet, so I kept quiet about the soldiers.
  


  
    I persuaded my mother to take in the blue-eyed forest virgin. Ma was suffering badly from cataracts; although she hated needing a guide around her own kitchen, she was in so much trouble with her vision, she admitted she could use help. Ganna knew nothing of Roman domestic procedure now – but by the time my mother had finished with her, she would. It amused Helena to think of her one day returning to the wilds of Bructeran territory, able to make an excellent pounded green-herb dip. In Free Germany, she would never be able to find the rocket and coriander to show off at the tribal feast, but she would spend the rest of her life dreaming of Ma’s eggwhite chicken soufflé...
  


  
    I wanted Ganna kept somewhere under my control. Apart from the fact that it would salt her away from Anacrites’ clutches, I was not fooled by the tears and hand-wringing. This young lady clearly had something she was not telling us. Ma would keep her under strict guard until either I found out the secret for myself, or Ganna was prepared to tell me.
  


  
    I was right about her hiding something. When I discovered just what she had omitted from her story, I saw why. She should have known I would find out, though. I was going to the Quadrumatus house next day.
  


  
    VI
  

  

  


  
    The day opened on a cool, crisp morning with a bite in the air that would make your lungs hurt if you had anything of a cold. Most people in Rome did. It was the time of year when a visit to a public library was orchestrated by coughs, sneezes and snorts as constantly as the rattle of snare drums and riffle of flutes at some dimly lit dinner party where your millionaire host’s parting presents would include the pretty serving boys. If you didn’t have a wheeze when you started the day, you would catch something by your return. I had to walk along the Embankment towards the meat market, where some snotty stallholder was bound to catch me with his filthy spittle as I passed.
  


  
    I was visiting a senator with consular connections, so I had dressed to a high standard. I was wearing a good woollen cloak, with oily waterproofing, my current best boots, which were leather with bronze tags on the laces, and a seductive Greek Mercury’s hat. All I needed was wings on my boots to look like a messenger of the gods. Beneath this striking outer ensemble was a triple layer of long-sleeved winter tunics, two of them almost unworn since the last laundering, a belt with only three buckle-holes ripped beyond use, an empty money purse attached to the belt and a second money purse, half full, hidden between the second and third tunic to thwart any thieves in the Transtiberina. If I wanted to pay for anything that cost more than a bruised apple, I had to show off my privates as I fumbled through these layers of clothing to reach my cash. The swanky outerwear was not because I am impressed by senators, but because their snobbish door porters inevitably reject anyone who looks remotely faded.
  


  
    I was an informer. I had spent seven years tracing stolen art, helping hapless widows manoeuvre themselves into legacies their ruthless stepchildren coveted, pursuing runaway teenagers before they got pregnant by handsome delivery boys, and identifying the blood-soaked killers of nagging mothers-in-law when the vigiles were too busy with fires, chicken races and arguments about their pay to bother. While carrying out this fine work for the community, I had learned all there was to know about the arrogance, awkwardness, ineptitude and prejudice of the bloody-minded door porters of the city of Rome. That was just the ones who decided at first sight they disliked my chirpy face. There were also plenty of sloths, gossips, drunks, petty blackmailers, neighbourhood rapists and other scallywags out there, who were just too busy with their personal careers to let me in. My only protection was to find out that a porter was having a passionate affair with the lady of the house so I could threaten him with revealing all to his jealous master. It rarely worked. In general the debauched mistress couldn’t give two figs whether her antics were known, but even if she was terrified of exposure, the door porter was usually so violent the betrayed master would be scared of him.
  


  
    I had no reason to think Quadrumatus Labeo had a porter who fell into any of those categories, but it was a good stroll to where he lived so as I loped along I amused myself with the lore of my craft. I liked to keep the brain active. Especially in cold weather, when my feet were so cold from tramping the travertine that thought became too tedious. The last thing an informer needs is to arrive for a big interview with his once-incisive mind frozen like a snow-sorbet. Preparation counts. No point in meticulous planning of penetrating questions if you lapse into a coma as soon as they give you a warm welcoming drink. The best informer can be lulled into uselessness by slurping an insidious hot wine toddy with a lick of cinnamon.
  


  
    Don’t drink and delve. Hot toddy after a long walk goes straight to the bladder, for one thing. You’ll never persuade the guild treasurer to admit he defrauded the funeral club so he could take three girlfriends to Lake Trasimene, if you are absolutely bursting to relieve yourself.
  


  
    Quadrumatus Labeo lived outside the city on the old Via Aurelia. I trotted out of Rome through the Aurelian Gate, and kept going until I found a finger post with red letters announcing that the right estate lay up the next carriage drive. It took less than an hour, even in the dead of winter when days are short so the hours into which they are divided are also at their shortest.
  


  
    I supposed his home’s location was what had made Quadrumatus attractive as a potential host for Veleda. He had an isolated villa on the western side of Rome, so she could be brought up from Ostia and slid into the house without passing through any city gates and without too much attention from nosy neighbours and tradesmen.
  


  
    There was one significant disadvantage. The priestess was the responsibility of the Praetorian Guard. I considered it critical that the Praetorian Camp lay outside the city too – but on the eastern side. The captive and her minders were thus separated by a three-hour walk across the whole of Rome, or four hours if you stopped for refreshments. Which, in my opinion, you would have to do.
  


  
    That said, there was not much wrong with the place. Since Quadrumatus was a senator, he had a decent boundary thicket to stop sightseers watching his summer picnics in the grounds. These grounds were stuffed with shady stone pines and much more exotic specimens, jasmine and roses, topiary that must have been maturing since the time of his grandfather the consul, dramatic long canals, miles of triple box hedges, and enough statues to fill several art galleries. Even in December, the gardens were awash with groundsmen, so intruders looking for a priestess to snatch would be spotted long before they reached the house. If intruders came on foot, they would be weary anyway. I was, and my home was well placed for this adventure. I had only had to stroll along the Aventine embankment gazing at the muddy, swollen Tiber, nip across the Probus Bridge and head out through the Fourteenth District, the Transtiberina, which is the roughest part of Rome so you don’t linger. I had passed the Naumachia on my left, the imperial arena for mock sea battles, then the Baths of Ampelidis on the right, and met the old Via Aurelia – which travels into Rome by a shorter route than I had come on, passes the station house of the Seventh Cohort of Vigiles, and crosses the Tiber at the Aemilian Bridge, close to Tiber Island. I mention all that because as I surveyed the house on arrival I was thinking, I bet the old Via Aurelia was the way Veleda fled on her escape.
  


  
    The Villa Quadrumatus lacked imposing steps, though it had a white marble portico that fully made up for that, set with very tall columns on a circular centrepiece, covered by a pointed roof. Pigeons had behaved disrespectfully on the big finial. It was too high for the household slaves to get up there on ladders and clean off the revolting guano more than once a year. If the steward was safety conscious, he probably made them build a scaffold when they had to do it – which I guessed was when they held their annual party to celebrate the master’s birthday and invited half the Senate for a feast at which, undoubtedly, they had a full orchestra and a troupe of comedians, and served their own vineyard’s Falernian specially brought up from Campania in ten ox wagons.
  


  
    You see their style: Veleda, fresh from the dark forests of Germania, had been placed where she could witness the cream of Roman society in all their insane wealth. I wondered what she made of it. In particular, what she made of it once she realised these ostentatious persons would also one day be holding a glamorous garden party with two hundred guests, to celebrate the Ovation where she would be humiliated and killed...
  


  
    No wonder the woman took her chance and escaped.
  


  
    The door porter did not fail me. He was a thin Lusitanian in a tight tunic, with a flat head and a pushy manner, who spurned me before I had spoken a word: ‘Unless you are expected, you can turn around and leave.’ I gazed at him. ‘Sir.’
  


  
    My cloak, being my smart one, hung on a big brooch with a red enamelled pattern, on one shoulder. I threw the material back over the other shoulder in a nonchalant gesture, barely tearing any threads of the cloak. This enabled him to see me stick my fists in my belt. My grimy boots were planted apart on the washed marble. I wore no weapons, since going armed is illegal in Rome. That is to say, I wore none the door porter could see, though if he had any intuition he would realise that there might be a knife or a cudgel somewhere, currently invisible yet available to whop him with.
  


  
    I had my civilised side. If he was a connoisseur of barbering, he would admire my haircut. It was my new Saturnalia haircut, which I had had two weeks early because that was the only time the decent barber at my training gym could fit me in. The timing suited me. I prefer a casual look at festivals. On the other hand, there was no point investing in a cripplingly expensive snip, with a slather of crocus oil, if porters still sneered at my locks and slammed the door.
  


  
    ‘Listen, Janus. Let’s not get off on a bad footing unnecessarily. You just go to your master and mention that I, Marcus Didius Falco (that’s as in respected imperial agent) am here on the orders of Titus (that’s as in Caesar) to discuss something very important, and while you (that’s as in unmitigated ning-nong) are off on your errand, I’ll try – because I am a generous man – to forget that I would like to tie your scraggy neck in a double clove hitch knot.’
  


  
    Titus’ name worked like a love charm. I always hate that.
  


  
    While the porter disappeared to make enquiries, I noted that there were two very large cypress trees in four-foot pots


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  
    AFTERWORD – ‘ALL POSY POSY ON THE VIA DERELICTA’
  


  
    ‘Words are real,’ says Falco to Albia in Chapter XVIII of this novel, ‘if other people understand their meaning.’
  


  
    ‘Is this,’ enquires my editor in the margin of the manuscript, ‘your defence for your many neologisms?’ (most of which he has singled out with underlining and exclamation marks). I pacify him with a promise of an Afterword and talk of lunch.
  


  
    I write about another culture, where people spoke another language, one which has mainly survived either in a literary form or as tavern wall graffiti. Many an argot must have existed in between. People sometimes discuss whether the Romans would really sound as I portray them – forgetting firstly that the Romans spoke Latin not English, and that on the streets and in the provinces they must have spoken versions of Latin that did not survive. I have to find my own ways to make narrative and dialogue convincing. I use various methods. Much of it is done by ‘ear’, and is difficult to describe even if I wanted to reveal the secret. Sometimes I merely deploy metaphors and similes, but even that can cause difficulties; I treasure the conversation with my Swedish translator who was puzzled by Thalia referring to male genitalia as ‘a three-piece manicure set’ and who had gone so far as to consult a medical friend ...
  


  
    Sometimes I invent words; sometimes I am not even aware I have done it, but through nineteen books my British editor has diligently challenged me when he believes I have erred. Some years ago we reached an agreement that each manuscript might contain one neologism, or Lindseyism.
  


  
    For a time I stuck to that. Once, there was even a competition where readers could identify the invented words. It foundered rather, because many American readers suggested perfectly good items of English vocabulary and in any case I could no longer remember what some of the allowed Lindseyisms were; however, I feel that ‘nicknackeroonies’ was identified at that time as the word some of us would most like to see absorbed into real life. (Let me credit my late Auntie Gladys with providing the inspiration.) A movement to establish ‘nicknackeroonies’ in current idiom began in Australia, where delicate finger-food is of course a speciality.
  


  
    Then there was Fusculus. He loves words as much as I do. It has always been clear to me that there must have been Roman street language, specialist underworld cant in Latin and vigiles’ slang expressions, all of which are so far lost to us but all of which Fusculus would know. It is no use hoping that the carbonised papyri from Herculaneum that are now being so painstakingly unravelled by scholars will produce clues; so far they are all Greek to me, and indeed to everyone. If Calpurnius Piso, thought to be the villa’s owner, owned a Slang Thesaurus, we have not found it. I am on my own with this. I cannot use the rich seams of English and American equivalent terms from the Sixteenth to the Twentieth Centuries, for the secret languages of coney-catchers, spivs and drug barons are tied too closely to their periods. So when Fusculus speaks, odd words appear.
  


  
    It will be noted by bean-counters that Chapter XVIII of Saturnalia contains more than my strict allowance of neologisms. Chapter XVIII is a celebration of the tolerance and understanding that have always been shown to me by my editors. Literary novelists, fuelled by booze and their own pretensions, are customarily permitted to write gobbledegook yet to be praised for their highflown inventiveness, but in the field of the light page-turner, it is generally assumed that nothing offered by an author will offend a publisher’s standard spell-checker. Time and again I have been allowed to deviate. Apart from the lady who felt ‘The’ was ‘too heavy’ for her readers in the United States (a severe prescription that I constantly bear in mind, I promise), my editors have been models of restraint in the face of heartless prose misrule. In this Afterword, I salute them. In particular I salute Oliver Johnson, who is a serious, cultured Englishman and in his heart does not want flighty bits of author messing him about with funny stuff. This man has spent nearly twenty years patiently training me in plot development and chronological description, listening to my prejudice against Chardonnay, and crossing out distasteful sex. He knows I can’t spell ‘alter’, when it’s ‘altar’. He accepted the one-word chapter. He let me kill the lion. He himself devised ‘tribute plagiarism’, which we hope will become recognised legal terminology for bandit usage of another author’s material. (Of course I know ‘bandit’ is improper adjectival use of a noun. Still – good, isn’t it?) I am rightly devoted to my editor, and this is where I get the chance to say: don’t blame him!
  


  
    I would also like to apologise to all my translators and to acknowledge their ingenuity in their constant battle with my vocabulary. It will take real woozlers to devise graceful equivalents for ‘fragonage’ and ‘ferrikin’ in Spanish, Turkish, Japanese and all the other languages in which Falco novels are published; the special use in the Fusculus context of ‘nipping’ and ‘foisting’ – though real words in theory – won’t be easy either. Sometimes one of you honest men and women is drawn to approach me diffidently about a really impossible word or phrase and I want to say thank you for the courtesy with which you do this – and for not gloating when it turns out that the answer is, ‘That is not a Lindseyism; it is a previously undiscovered typing error.’
  


  
    ‘Wonk’ is real, by the by. My new American editor used it, then defined it for me, and it is here to fulfil my promise to try and ‘get it past Oliver’. (He saw it. He exclaimed at it, but he has not crossed it out, so it stays.)
  


  
    Chapter XVIII was a deliberate bit of fun. There is an official Lindseyism in another chapter. I know my rights.
  


  
    I think very carefully about my choice of words – even when I make them up. When I do, I think they work. Try them out if you like, though do heed Falco’s caution: it is not necessary to know these words to be a Roman and you don’t want people thinking you are eccentric ...
  


  MARCUS DIDIUS FALCO: CURRICULUM VITAE


  Family: Born AD41, Rome, Italy, to M. Didius Favonius (aka Geminus) and Junilla Tacita. Plebian rank, father an auctioneer. Brother M. Didius Festus, legio XV Apollinaris, killed AD68, Bethel, Judaea; awarded Palisaded Crown. 




  Marriage: Helena Justina, d of D. Camillus Verus, senator, and Julia Justa. d Julia Junilla Laeitana, b AD73 Barcino, Hispania Tarraconensis; d Sosia Favonia, b AD75. 




  Career: c AD59, legio II Augusta, service in Britain (legion disgraced, c AD60); subsequently a speculator, location unknown; discharged on ? medical grounds, c AD66. Active as an informer (delator) in Rome; few details survive. Recorded engagements as imperial agent: Britain, AD71/2 and AD75 (conjectural sightings at Fishbourne Palace and Londinium); Magna Graecia/Campania, AD71; Germania/Germania Libera, AD71; Nabataea/Syria AD72; Baetica/Tarraconensis, AD73; Tripolitania/Cyrenaïca, AD74. Sightings in Greece, AD76, and Egypt, AD77, now thought to have been private visits.




  Ascendancy believed to date from AD74, possibly after work on the Great Census, ? due to influence of Antonia Caenis, though she is known to have died in that period. Recorded as holding a procuratorial position at Temple of Juno Moneta, conjecturally identified as associated with the Sacred Geese and Augurs' Chickens (though this is contested on grounds of improbability). A period of relative prosperity almost certainly followed, when he may have dabbled in literary pursuits and the law. Took up with the Camillus brothers, relatives of his wife; they were subsequently notorious for political intrigue.




  Connections: Vespasian and Titus thought well of Falco and used him for missions requiring discretion; Domitian loathed him, reason unknown. Camillus Verus was a supporter, but had awkward family background. Falco formed friendships with influential members of the Flavian court, notably Julius Frontinus (for whom he worked under cover in Britain) and Rutilius Gallicus with whom he shared an interest in poetry (putative joint recital, AD74 and murky link, ? related to captured Veleda, in late AD76). There are recently identified links with élite informers Paccius Africanus and Silius Italicus, against whom he spoke in the Basilica Julia, in AD76 or 77.




  Publications: (Fragments only) The Spook Who Spoke, a Plautine comedy, tentatively identified as the prototype for Hamlet; known to have been performed in Palmyra in AD72 and recorded in the pinakes of the Great Library at Alexandria. Love poems (the Aglaia sequence) have not survived. Contemporaries deemed his Satires his best work, the favourite being a contemplation on parrots addressed to his personal friend L. Petronius Longus. Speech against Paccius Africanus, In re Calpurnia, appears to have been suppressed for political reasons.
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