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Author’s Preface

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

A real person wrote this story for you. Its aim is your entertainment and escape. Perhaps in a dark hour it may offer solace too. If it makes you laugh, if it makes you think, if it makes you glad we have communicated, then what we used to know as humanity will remain alive.







There might be some reason for their enthusiasm if it was the speed of the horses or the skill of the drivers that was the attraction, but it is the racing colours they favour . . . Such is the influence and authority vested in one cheap tunic.

Pliny the Younger
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Rome, 25 April – 3 May AD 90







Characters

 

Flavia Albia and Tiberius Manlius Faustus, a heroic couple

Their relatives: Gaius and Lucius the dear little nephews; their father, Antistius; Albia’s parents, Didius Falco and Helena Justina; Albia’s siblings, Julia Junilla, Sosia Favonia, Alexander Postumus; the Camillus family, Quintus Camillus and Claudia Rufina with their six children including Gaius; Tiberius’s uncle, Tullius Icilius.

Their household: Gratus, the smooth steward; Dromo, the dim slave; Paris, the cheeky runabout; Fornix (Timocratus), the celebrity chef; Suza, the hopeful beautician; Glaphyra, the diligent nurse; Barley the dog; Mercury the donkey; Rodan, the useless door porter (missing)

Job applicants: Euthales, a secretary; Mormoros, a runaway scruff, (Tonthorizos/Mumbles); Trebius and Ruso (chair-carriers)


 



	Cincia


	a moonlighting bookseller





	A musical combo


	the Fabulous Stertinius, Fluentius, Pamphyllus





	Nonus


	brother to the more famous Fornix, another chef





	Anina Perpetua


	a rich figment





	Syntrophia


	her supposed agent





	A vir clarissimus (Licinius Ierenus)


	avoiding infamy





	Paternus


	own-at-luck agent, his cover





	Brosius


	put-upon (his word) investigator of the Sixth Cohort of Vigiles





	Negridius


	in attendance for the Urban Cohorts





	Morellus


	local enquirer of the Fourth Cohort





	Costus


	a thwarted home invader





	Prisca


	a lively bathhouse owner





	Marcia Solicia


	her battered customer with occult knowledge





	Moccius


	a one-eyed bathhouse voyeur





	Cassia Valerina


	a celebrity on the faction fringe





	Marcus Avitus


	a thriving transport magnate





	Avita, his daughter


	a social goddess





	Kalmis, her beautician


	heading for a fortune





	Arsinoë


	a banker who may help invest it





	Favonius/Zephyrus


	a gentle signboard





	Servata, a motherly auntie


	running a bar





	Porcius, a watchful waiter


	not observant enough





	Operatives at Xero’s pie stall:


	Hermas, Firmus and the parcels boy





	Anon


	a souvenir seller





	Surricius


	a Palace freedman, living dangerously





	Turno


	a bangle-seller





	Laurus and Chrysaspis


	chair-carriers on call at the Zephyr





	Ingenius and Ajax


	chair-carriers on a retainer








 

The Chariot Factions, as at Robigalia (liable to change by race day)

The Purples

(supported by Ierenus)

Dominus factionis Pedanius; his mother Lepina Philocle; coach Canidius; drivers Lepo, Cilo and Lysander Iponobensis; yard-boy Fadus; horses Furiosus and Faunus

 

The Golds

(supported by Tiberius Manlius)

Dominus factionis Memmius; coach Coelus; trainer Maximinus; records Tarsas; drivers Pacatus, Alceius, Agathon; hortator Gargilius; yard-man Escingus

 

The Blues

(supported by the Didius family and Marcus Avitus)

Coach Epaphroditus; drivers Gallienus and Vibia Nunnia; past celebrities Mysticus, Virconius and Valla

 

The Greens

Drivers Geta, Afranius and Aper

The Whites

(supported by Tullius Icilius and a new syndicate)

Drivers Maraucius, Prosius, Bion and Pelagios

The Reds

(supported by Nassonius)

Dominus factionis Marcus Ocratus; drivers Menafron and Theocaris; past drivers Nunianus and Statilius; head groom Kestutis
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Public Festival: the Robigalia

ante diem septimum Kalendas Maias
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A murderer needs to know that any body he is dumping will probably be found by a dog-walker. All depositions are at risk. A shallow ditch in a field, tangles of brushwood along forest tracks or bare spots on isolated hills are no safer than urban haunts, like the shadows under a bridge, the cold steps of temples, or smelly back alleys between abandoned workshops. Along we come: pedestrians with snooping pets.

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

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

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

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

So: I find it hard to ignore an abandoned corpse.
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That evening had been mild but was becoming cool and very damp. Silent fog had infiltrated, first in fine long skeins between Rome’s hills, then swelling into grey-white blankets that smothered large areas of the city. Heavy cloud must have been lying above, so a wet film chilled pedestrians’ cheeks while humidity frizzed their hair. Mine was secured in a single plait, to the despair of my maid, whom I had beaten off.

‘Oh, pardon me, lady of the house!’ Suza had complained, riding her high horse as if she was Perseus cruising above the Atlas Mountains on his mythical nag, winged Pegasus. ‘I should have noticed you’re having your monthlies!’

‘That’s right, tell everyone.’ Incidentally, I was not, and that would be something I had to think about. But Suza twirled off to her room, to dream of looking after a reasonable, fashionable mistress instead of me. I had no energy to deal with her.

We had arrived home after several days of travel, a weary, fractious family group. Our house had been standing empty for a couple of months while Tiberius and his men worked on a villa in the south for his uncle. Plenty of comfortably off people owned more than one property, or those at the top of the social tree stayed at friends’ homes even while the friends were elsewhere. Millionaires collected estates. Teams of slaves looked after people like them, making ready in a hurry if any owners or visitors were due. Our own imminent return had caused no stir, as we could immediately tell. Even though we had sent messages, the porter we had left in charge ignored them. Some passer-by had drawn graffiti in our porch, which our man should have washed off. I had glared at a set of bulgy-nosed gladiators while Tiberius was forced to dig out a house key from our luggage.

Once we had let ourselves in, we dumped bags in the atrium. They could sit there overnight. Tomorrow I would probably find evidence that Rodan had imposed his grimy presence on areas he was not supposed to use, but he never appeared to welcome us home. A rapid look round showed he had not bothered to air any rooms, repair a leaky gutter or fetch provisions for kitchen cupboards. Suza and Glaphyra had to make up beds for us, with sheets that were so cold they felt insidiously damp. Fornix, our cook, set about creating a scratch meal but, in a kitchen with empty shelves and no firewood, he was cursing. While we were away the chilled house had grown a dusty, musky atmosphere that suggested we could grow mushrooms on its frescos. Insect life scuttled. People would have to bustle about here to freshen up and bring it back to life. Still, that would be tomorrow.

The boys immediately played up. Gaius, newly six years old, had always been a mardy babe. Copying him, Lucius, aged three, started whining too, and when we tried to put them to bed, they ran off, screaming, as we tried to grab them. This was a regular routine, but a worse trial on a night when everyone was exhausted.

Their old nursemaid, who had found the journey more than tiring, could only mither helplessly. Others scattered. Our polished steward despised childcare. Paris, our runabout, even slid away in search of local bars; once re-established among his cronies, our urban wide-boy would wobble back after midnight, reeking like an Egyptian beer house and knocking over lamp tables. The more placid Fornix kept his priorities and somehow managed to feed us, though the meal’s deficiencies led to the kind of sharp comment from my husband that you should avoid unless your domestic regime is extremely secure. I had managed not to snap back, Who cares about lousy carrots? but it was a close moment.

That was when, telling no one, I set off with the dog. Tiberius had set a rule that people who left the house ought to say where they were going, in case anything happened to them. He and I mainly stuck to it, but I needed to escape quickly. I was in a mood for overturning rules, however sound, so I dumped this in the same mental rubbish bucket as his views on carrots. All men were ridiculous. Frankly, I was ready to kick a consul.

Sometimes you have to break the tension. Walking the dog is generally better than running away to be a fan-dancer. At least you can wear warmer clothes.

I told myself it was still early, though it was later than it should have been, doubly dark because of the weather closing in. But we were in Rome again. Barley and I could cruise the Aventine without faltering. In these familiar places, our eyes soon grew used to the murk. There was visibility for a short distance, although in the few places where lamps burned they had a twinkly miasma around them, while the far ends of all the narrow alleys seemed blurred with unhealthy mist. I kept a cloak well fastened, for comfort more than anything. At least it felt like the kind of evening when muggers would stay at home murdering their mothers.

From the state of the streets, we must have missed a festival. Tiberius would have known which, or at least looked it up on his calendar. I preferred not to find out, in case it involved archaic rites with cruelty to animals. Whatever it had been, the party was over. Uncleared litter lay everywhere, although few people were about, as if revellers were now too exhausted by fatty snacks and gladiators. Faint odours of garlic and fish implied that bars must still be open, though I heard little music or merriment. With luck, even the Emperor’s death-squads were in barracks, big men cleaning the dirt from between their smelly toes, away in the Praetorian Camp. As for Domitian himself, who knew? Who cared? as we would say in our house.

When I first started out that evening, any squaddie who had stopped me to demand what I was doing on the streets would have learned new words. Soon I calmed down, aware that I must stay alert. This was Rome, a city governed by many centuries of solemn civic law. Inevitably there was a high chance that I would be set upon and my dog kidnapped to be made into stew. In a stolen cauldron.

All the way down the Clivus Publicius to the valley bottom, I kept looking and listening. At first, I had Barley on the lead but she wanted to tug away, sniffing out the scents she remembered and any fascinating new ones, so after we had descended the hill, I let her off. We had encountered hardly any passers-by; those I noticed used the proper etiquette, staying on the opposite side of the street and not speaking. I was trained to consider my safety – my father had been adamant about that as soon as I came here from Britain fifteen years before. When out alone, I knew never to meet anybody’s eye.

‘Barley, stay by me!’ Not a chance.

She was a medium-sized dog, pointy-nosed and dainty, with smooth, fawn-coloured fur. Her teeth and claws were sharp but rarely used in anger. Now that she had condescended to be adopted into our household, she preferred to wag her tail and plead to have her fleas scratched. While we were away in the country, she had caught a snake; it seemed to surprise her even more than us. I doubted whether she would ever defend me in a crisis. At that point, though, I had no sense of any problems lying ahead of us.

Below the Aventine, a long valley divided our raucously plebeian hill from the imperial Palatine, and down on the flat stood the enormous ancient structure of the Circus Maximus. That night it made its presence felt in darkness and silence. It gave a false impression of being deserted. The churned-up racetrack would certainly be empty, although I knew there must be plenty of people in the commercial warren beneath the viewing stands. Some would be seedy, some more dubious. In those unholy caverns lurked a community of hawkers, gamblers and prostitutes. At this hour the food stalls might be closed up, rich territory for rats, but ranging rodents would run over the feet of homeless trinket-sellers and sausage vendors, who were sleeping with their trays. Others would have gone. For many months, builders engaged by Domitian to patch up damage from a big fire had left equipment corralled in pens, abandoned to chance; even their night-watchmen were probably supping and gambling somewhere. Some of the night-moths – tired women and painted pretty-boys – might have given up patrolling, yet others would still be under the arches, standing wearily, waiting. Custom might turn up. Their hideous clients knew where to come.

I was never stupid. This was no place to be. But Barley decided there was too much here to miss: a homecoming dog with a sense of enquiry needed to check things out. I called, but was too late. She made a beeline across the road and under the arches so my only choice was to follow her.

She hadn’t gone far. I agreed to give her a moment. I spoke to her, then allowed her to snuffle around, crazy to investigate. She would know where I was. If I called, she might respond. She was busy, though. I heard her claws skitter on the centuries-old pavement as she explored.

Suddenly she let out a low, almost cautious growl.

‘Leave it, Barley!’

‘You tell her, Albia!’ chimed in a sneering voice nearby. I jumped. Still, being known by name could be reassuring.

Feel free to consider me crazy, but I had done this before: during moments while I waited for my dog, I might chat with the street girls. Sometimes in my business I had to seek information in this neighbourhood; they could be useful sources. On principle they would snarl at me, yet some would show respect for a fellow professional, another woman trying to earn a fee, even though my work was very different from theirs. They felt no regard for me as a champion, although a few might have heard enough to know I understood their desperate lives and why they had to do what they did. In my time I had occasionally called to judgement men who had murdered street women, though it was generally thankless.

I knew the girl who accosted me. I could see her by the light of a torch on a pillar. When she was not addressed as ‘Get here, you bitch!’ people called her Cincia. It might even have been her real name.

My confidante was a young woman in a mouldy side-slit skirt and a frayed, droopy shawl. She had the big eyes and sad self-knowledge of a homeless kitten. Her beat was close to Xero’s, the sales outlet for a highly popular pie-shop. People from all social levels patronised Xero’s (until their digestive tracts reminded them of why they should never do so). When open, the food stall was a good spot for prostitutes to hang around. A meat pie and a bunk-up made a traditional lunchbreak for working men. If I was feeling bitter, I blamed Romulus for his big idea of grabbing women after a feast he had organised right here in the original Circus Maximus.

The pie-shop staff had a quaint sense of history. They liked to pretend Xero himself had catered the Sabine Rape event. Of course, if that were true, Rome’s founding father could well have been finished off by a rancid pie . . .

Rape still occurred. Those who paraded in thin skirts at the Circus Max could bitterly confirm that. What went on here now wasn’t to persuade girls to settle into domesticity with lonely Romans. This was a haunt of commerce at its crudest.

I knew Cincia came and went at night, depending on how empty her purse was. She had a day job in which she was practically cultured: she worked as a bookseller’s assistant. She knew the price difference between scrolls in Greek and Latin, based on length or fine finish, though she could never say much about content. I had once told her that the shop on the Clivus Tuscus used to sell the poems of Horace, but she stared at me as if I had used the dialect of some Parthian tribe.

Her Latin was fine. She was totally Rome-bred. If I had confessed to her that I had originated in faraway Londinium she would have leaped back, cursing, as if in contact with plague. But she didn’t know, so because I wore gold knots in my ears and I used secretariat-standard language, she deemed me respectable. Dealing with clients had never taught her human evaluation. Well, all she cared about was whether her men paid. She managed that by demanding coinage upfront.

‘How’s business?’

‘Vile.’

‘No change there, then.’

‘Cheers! Yours?’

‘The same. Empty tray. I’ve been away, Cincia. Family stuff. Missed all my chances here. I’ll have to canvass for new clients.’

‘That’s how it goes . . . Your dog is annoying someone.’

‘Who is it?’

‘Can’t tell you.’

‘Is he sleeping?’

‘Seems so.’

That was true. Well, it was true if you believe that Sleep is the twin brother of Death.
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Barley was behaving oddly. When out with us, her family, she would round everyone up obsessively, like a shepherd’s dog in the Apennines. We were her flock. Normally, she paid no attention to other people, though I had seen her tiptoe in a wide circle around vagrants; in her previous life as a stray on the streets, she must often have been kicked. Long ago I had been a street child. I knew all about that, and the wise avoidance tactics.

This time, she had approached a shadowy form on the ground. She sat down right alongside, staring. Whoever it was stayed motionless.

‘Barley ‒ come!’

She half turned her head back, as a sign she had heard my hopeful cry, but resumed her watch. She had stopped growling. Instead, she let out a peculiar sharp yelp. It carried a hint of real anxiety.


I felt thoughtful. Could not help it. Barley was normally a quiet dog, one who ignored strangers. Anything unusual always grabs my interest. ‘How long has Dozy been prone on the ground?’ I asked Cincia.

‘No idea.’

Watching Barley, we had not moved from our spot. We kept our voices low. ‘Was he snoozing when you arrived tonight?’

‘Must have been.’

‘You didn’t see him turning up?’

‘Didn’t look. My customers have to be upright. Well, when they first approach.’

‘Do you think he’s ill? Perhaps I should take a look at him.’

‘Then perhaps he’ll jump up suddenly and steal your bangles! You’re a nurdle, Albia.’

‘He looks small.’

‘And deadbeat.’

‘I’ll risk it.’

‘Don’t!’

‘I’m going over there to see.’

‘You’re barmy!’ Cincia was a blunt critic in any situation. She could have been advising one of her bookshop customers against purchasing some obscure Middle Platonist. She had no truck with idiots. Or Plato, come to that. She probably thought he was that horrible waiter at the Nymph’s Nipple.

No, that is not a real bar’s name.

On the other hand, if any Roman bar-owner had thought of it, it would have been.

I had to fetch Barley. She must have known I was thinking about it; she yelped again, twice this time, so harshly it grated. Either she wanted to waken the sleeper, or she was telling me I ought to.

So, I dropped one hand onto my satchel, where I was carrying a small knife (illegally, yes: what’s it to you, punk?). My fingers silently undid the buckled strap. I walked across, treading carefully over dropped food wrappers, scattering clamshells, kicking aside a discarded garland.

Barley jumped up. A delicate forepaw scratched once at the person, who lay against the wheel of a movable trinket stall. He was half propped, in a position that would be uncomfortable for sleeping. Unhappy with the situation, the anxious dog looked up at me, wanting decisions. I nudged the man’s outstretched leg with my toe, then stepped away. He made no sound or movement. Barley edged a little closer to me, approving my intervention, though she kept dancing uneasily.

Cincia brought a lamp she had pinched from an unmanned ticket kiosk. She handed it to me while she kept back. I lowered the light. Immediately I pulled in my skirts because there was blood everywhere.

It was a young boy. Teens. Clean. Neat hair, not the result of a one-copper street-corner barber. That hairdresser would wait a long time before he saw this client again.

Some mother would be heartbroken when told what we had found. Had she let him out of the house, or did he sneak off behind her back? Had she even realised yet that her lad had not come home?

He never would return now, there was no doubt about it: this poor youngster had died. In the deep darkness under the Circus arches I could not immediately see how or why. A vague attempt had been made to cover him, with some piece of stiffened old cloth. When I kicked it aside gingerly, the reason he was not moving became obvious: ‘Oh, gods! Somebody’s stabbed him in the neck.’

Cincia gasped, retreating further. My dog whined sadly. Then we were quiet.

Since the corpse wasn’t going to surprise us, I bent closer. The wound was horrific. The assailant must have turned the knife to make the damage worse. It had taken out an artery in his neck – was that deliberate? If the blade had been twisted, it might have scraped into two. Maybe his airway. Automatically, I assessed the weapon. With wound-on twine on its handle for extra grip, it looked strong enough to cut through small branches. It must be deadly sharp.

The victim and the ground around him had been soaked with blood while it pumped out as he faded. He probably lost consciousness fast. I waved the lamp but saw no trails, so he was killed right here. Although so copious and rich, his pooled blood was now congealing. Spatter must have sprayed over the killer but he fled quickly, without stepping in anything: there were no footprints. Cincia and I now had to be careful where on the ground we trod. It would be easy to slip over.

A quick glance around reassured me no one else was in the vicinity. Anyone who knew about the corpse had left; I should do so too. Instead, I began thinking in the steady way my father had taught me: the perpetrator must have been strong, angry, geared for a getaway. Whatever could anyone have had against such a young boy? Did they rob him? Was he a rent-boy and some transaction had gone wrong? Had one killer acted alone or had a gang set upon him? Had he been solitary, or had his companions seen violence coming and run? Were today’s festival crowds all dispersed by the time the attack happened? Had this part of the undercroft been deserted? Why had he been here anyway?

Cincia seemed anxious, looking around and listening. Nevertheless, curiosity drew her to look more closely. I must have moved, adjusting the weight of the torch as I held it. When light flickered more on the victim’s face, she croaked: ‘Oh, no, it’s Lepo!’

I had no idea whom she meant. I had never seen him before.

‘This will mean trouble!’ Cincia shoved the lamp at me,  pulled her shreds of shawl around her thin shoulders and took off. As she vanished, her rapid flight along the dark Circus passageway suggested she would probably rush along to wherever she lived and bolt the door fast behind her.

I stayed calm, but I would not tarry on my own at a murder scene at night. I had no connection with this lad; I could offer no help to him. Yet I ought not simply to leave him. I knew I should report the find.

My heart sank. Many a time I had investigated unnatural death, but before a case came to me there were always procedures to follow. After arriving home from a fraught journey, I felt so tired that I dreaded discussions with the law-and-order boys. Tonight’s dreary weather was a deterrent to standing in the street making my report to po-faced men. Besides, any I met were bound to be strangers. My personal contacts would be sprawled on stools in warm bars, chewing nuts and supposedly ‘checking for food violations’.

Even so, I forced myself to be a good citizen. I moved out onto the street, calling to Barley. In this very public area I could expect to find vigiles somewhere nearby, out on night-time fire duty, sniffing for smoke or wrong-doers. Sure enough, further along in the river direction I heard voices that seemed typical: casual-sounding, though clearly not revellers. I made a quiet approach, walking discreetly until I was sure who they were: a group of four big ex-slaves in dirty red tunics, hung around with fire axes and ropes, on a patrol that consisted of squatting in a gutter and talking about today’s races.

I called Barley again, making my shoes tap briskly on the pavement and marching up like a person who meant business. In a firm voice I addressed them. ‘Excuse me, lads. I need to tell you something. My dog found a dead body up near Xero’s pie stall.’ They stared at us blankly so I applied more urgency. ‘It’s some poor young boy with a knife in his neck, not a vagrant who died in his sleep.’

One stood up reluctantly to act as spokesman. ‘This your dog?’ Wasn’t it obvious?

‘She is.’

I could see him havering. My assigning the find to Barley would not help. The vigiles routinely decide ‘from experience’ that any person who reports a dead body will be their prime suspect – whether guilty or not.

Now I was for it. I felt too weary to cope. Arguing is never a good idea anyway: who wants to be beaten up by paramilitaries, just for being a good citizen? I knew people who would rescue me from wrongful custody – my father, my uncle, my husband – but as they would undoubtedly say, ‘Bugger that for a game of soldiers. We can’t always come to get you. Keep out of trouble next time, Albia.’

Right: keep out of trouble. I pinned my hopes on the vigiles not wanting to exert themselves. ‘Are you the Sixth Cohort?’ They had to agree, an identification that put pressure on them. ‘Good!’ The Sixth were anything but good, in fact. Still, I told them my name and where I lived, adding firmly, ‘Titus Morellus of the Fourth is a family friend, if you know him? On the Aventine? But if your own chief needs any more from me, just ask for the aedile’s house; that’s where he can find us. I am glad I ran into you. I can leave things to you, then . . .’

Bending down, I tied our lead to Barley’s collar. She stood still to accept it; I saw her tail twitch. The vigiles made no attempt to stop us leaving.

I felt sure they would do nothing about what I had told them but I now had a clear conscience. Somebody else was bound to discover the victim. At least, they would tomorrow morning when public slaves came to sweep the long corridors under the stands, while stalls and kiosks were opening. The poor lad would not have to lie there on his own for long.

‘Let’s scram, Barley!’

The dark streets seemed deserted even of gutter vermin. We passed one singing drunk who, when I told him to piss off, did exactly that, fiercely relieving himself of a mighty skinful. But as I quickened my pace, he slurred quite a pleasant farewell. That made a change, and he gave me little anxiety.

With no further encounters, we hurried home. Barley had lost interest in exploring. So far as I was concerned, too, the incident was over.
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At our house, everywhere seemed very dark. What had happened to our stock of oil?

Hearing my door key, the master appeared with one small handheld lamp. Tiberius looked relaxed, not pacing about while he waited for Barley and me to slink home. He had been in a side room off our open courtyard. He was on his own, perhaps reading; he must have successfully cajoled everyone else to bed. That cheered me. I was too tired to deal with stroppiness. But I had been wise enough to marry a man who liked a quiet home and would take charge. We were an easy partnership, a two-person council with one voice. Insubordinates soon learned they could not play us off against each other.

As soon as he saw us trotting indoors, he turned back and carried out the brazier that Gratus must have lit for him, which in fact gave more yellow light than the puny flicker from the lamp. I guessed he would bring the burner upstairs to take any chill off our bedroom. He patted the dog as she passed him on the way to her kennel. He didn’t bother to pat me since he knew that, as soon as possible, I would be wrapped around him, shivering under the blankets.

‘All right?’

‘I found a dead body. I informed some vigiles. Tell you upstairs. Dare I ask, darling, are you calmer about the carrots?’ That was risking it. I like a challenge.

Tiberius humphed. ‘I took them to the donkey. She kicked the bowl over.’

I hid a smile as I went ahead upstairs while he quickly locked up. He would patrol windows and doors, checking our domain.

When he came to bed, we held each other tight, not for physical love, but simple warmth. After being out on a dank April night my feet were even icier than usual and the rest of me wanted to absorb his heat too. Tiberius let out an exclamation but dutifully let me press close.

He must have left the bedroom door open a crack. Partly this would be in case Gaius or Lucius became unsettled on their first night back at home. He might even have known the dog was slyly creeping up behind him – he tended to indulge her. Soon Barley was deploying the trick she had inherited from the first canine ancestor that was domesticated in a wattle hut. One paw at a time she would ease her way onto our bed, pretending not to be there. Once all of her had wriggled up, the rules changed. Any pet that makes its way successfully onto forbidden furniture can shove and push human occupants to obtain the space they want. Tonight, Barley would curl up on our feet. Well, she was warm too. It was better than wearing Egyptian pharaoh socks – one of them always comes off during the night and gets lost in your bed for the next three days.

I was noting how unhappy our house felt. It lay silent, more or less. Most homes have creaks and breaths of air even while those who inhabit the building sleep. This felt more alien, as if things we would not like had been happening.

The faint effort from our small brazier added nothing useful. Few buildings in Rome had any rooms with underfloor heating. Only commercial baths with roaring furnaces were toasty. I thought briefly back to Britain where for a short period I had stayed in government mansions that cosseted officials with hypocausts and wall flues. When I came to Italy, I found the weather often wonderful, yet winters ill prepared-for. Nobody would suppose cold months were an annual feature. Wind and rain, let alone snow, always caused Roman folk huge surprise.

‘Flavia Albia, is there something you want to tell me?’ asked my husband, perhaps rather carefully. I knew what he meant: Are you pregnant? Juno, don’t make me think about that . . .

He had a good strong voice that I had always found attractive, even though he had been known to make free with reproofs. It’s fair to say he had enjoyed his time as a magistrate; he had imposed fines with gusto and laid down the law like an old republican patriarch. While we snuggled in the darkness, he kept his tone down so as not to waken household members. For me, this gave his voice an even more alluring reverberation.

Stroking his cheek to show I did appreciate his inner decency, I pretended to consider his question. Something to tell him? ‘The dog needed a walk.’ I refused to admit any guilt for failing to say I was going out. Then, dodging the other issue, I quietly described Barley finding the corpse.

Tiberius relaxed enough to listen to my story, so I talked in the usual way we discussed my work or his. He refrained from comment on me venturing to the Circus. I set the scene. I sympathised with the mother, or family, to whom that young victim must belong. We went through the questions I had puzzled over while I stood there. Tiberius agreed the vigiles would be unhelpful, though on such a dark night I was right to have left things with them while I came home safe.

In the course of my narrative I had included Cincia, hoping he might feel less concern if he thought I had been with somebody I knew. I mentioned that before she sped away, scared, she seemed to recognise the dead boy. Initially, I could not remember the name but when it came back to me, I told Tiberius, almost as an afterthought. ‘Lepo.’

There was a silence, which I now see was telling.

Tiberius asked whether I was certain I had heard right. Then he added an odd query: ‘What colour was his clothing?’

He had his ways. There would be something behind it. Checking his facts was an obsession. I tried to recall. His arm twitched under the flutter of my eyelashes. ‘Dark-dyed tunic? I couldn’t really see.’ I had not bothered to look, to be truthful. Fashion notes might matter in some situations but not when you come across a violent death in lowlife haunts under the Circus.

‘What about the knife?’

‘Metal blade. Horrible wound.’

‘Curved like a sickle?’

‘Possibly.’

‘Handle?’

‘Neat job. Sturdy wooden haft. Might even have been painted.’

‘Know its colour?’

‘No, I don’t. Darling, what is this fixation?’

‘Lepo, you called him?’

Close to sleep, I tried to rouse my attention. Old Grey Eyes at last chose to enlighten me. I might never have heard of the person in question, but Tiberius Manlius declared that every sporting man in Rome – which, let’s face it, meant all of them – would have known who I meant. Quite a few women, too, because in life the victim had been young, handsome, already rich, expected to be thrillingly successful and hugely popular. Our find was a celebrity: a talented racing driver in the Purple chariot faction.

‘Oh right! That Lepo.’

I still had no idea, but any wife who wants to get some sleep knows how to bluff.
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Next day, by the middle of the morning, I had been commissioned.

Fast work, Albia! Investigating the death was entirely unsought by me; my husband organised it. That alone was quite unusual. Such is the power of sport. On other occasions, he had maundered anxiously over whether jobs I was offered were suitable or safe. However, I guessed he had harboured this idea from the moment I had named the dead boy. Not that he said so, sneaky bug.

Being Tiberius, he had slept sweetly, then he rose, shooed the dog, kissed me, dressed himself without his slave Dromo’s help, and had breakfast in his quiet way. He liked to do all that before the boys were scampering about. There had been talk of Tiberius going with our cook on a greengrocer visitation. He must have forgotten that, or his rage about carrot quality had been deferred. When he disappeared in his cloak, he took nobody.

I stayed at home. I had a lot to do, chivvying people. My role was to sit at the heart of the house watching them all busy with sponges, brooms and baskets while I directed, in the guise of a woman who had taken charge. Gratus, my steward, served as my commissariat. Luggage would be unpacked. Kitchen items would be washed. The dog would stay in her kennel, the donkey would rest in her stable, the nursemaid would entertain children, Dromo and Suza would carry or tidy things for Gratus, Fornix or me. Meanwhile I composed the crucial shopping list.

Top of the tablet was oil. I had checked our fuel cupboard with Gratus; we were surprised to find amphorae were empty or nearly so; Gratus thought smaller jugs had even gone missing entirely. Slinky-hipped, he prowled off purposefully, looking for evidence of intruders, though he found none. When Paris, our laddish runabout, surfaced with a hangover, I sent him and Dromo over to the Capena Gate. They took a handcart because my aunt there had access to oil in millionaire’s quantities. The ever-pleasant Claudia would happily refill our empties.

We would have interrogated Rodan, but he seemed to be permanently missing. Gratus and I saw this only as a minor inconvenience. Living without the horrible door porter was better than having to endure him.

I did think that when we departed on our recent trip, I had left the house more fully supplied than it now was. My mother had a key, in case of emergencies, but she would have replenished anything she borrowed. Besides, in an oil-drought she, too, would turn to Claudia Rufina. (So handy, an olive-oil heiress! You should get one.)

Gratus hooked up his shoulders, pursing his lips. ‘I hope you had left no valuables behind at home, Domina.’

‘I did, but when Suza followed me south she brought my jewels.’ Without question, during her journey to Neapolis my maid had worn a lot of my necklaces and tried on all the earrings. But Suza always put everything back into the jewellery box.

‘Far be it from me to suggest,’ Gratus did suggest in his most elegant tone, ‘but is your fellow Rodan stealing?’ He made it clear that the awful Rodan had been imposed on him; he, therefore, did not have to address this staff issue. Making a theatrical gesture, he turned away, leaving me with it.

I reckoned my pin-sharp mother must have noticed whatever had been going on, so as soon as possible I would walk down to my parents’ townhouse. She would suggest, ‘Maybe a quiet word is called for?’ That was our joke for any task we shrank from. Helena and I both found Rodan deplorable, but Father had known the filthy ex-gladiator for a long time. I won’t call my father a difficult man but steering him took skill. Fortunately, Helena Justina had it.

Many years ago, Rodan had been a rent-enforcer for a notorious landlord at a property Father had lived in, which he eventually owned: a big lump of debris called the Eagle Building in Fountain Court. First, Falco let himself agree to keep Rodan there as ‘security’. Then when the tenement was to be pulled down, my soft-hearted pa passed on the dud porter to his innocent new son-in-law, Tiberius Manlius. The overweight, half-brain-dead lump that was Rodan became a fixture at our house. ‘He has to live somewhere.’ People say that about rats. People who don’t have them.

It was the last time Tiberius let himself be bamboozled. My husband would nowadays swiftly divert Falco’s suggestions with ‘I don’t want trouble at home. I must run this past Albia . . .’ Both he and my father knew there would be no pussyfooting from me.

That morning, even before consulting my mother, I was bracing myself to challenge our porter, if we could unearth him. I was still pondering how to do it, when Tiberius came home. Of course he had to let himself in.

Gratus went to meet him and would normally have warned him about having to evict Rodan, but he saw that my husband was accompanied. Gratus had been one of my best acquisitions; he revelled in his tact, and could slip on, like a silk-weave dinner robe, all the gloss of a Palace major-domo. The home scenario would wait. Gratus himself closed the door. He smoothly took cloaks. Before he could offer refreshments, I saw a headshake from my husband.

Tiberius strode out to me. Seated on a bench in the courtyard, it was as well that I was dressed only for giving orders, not personally dragging down spiders’ webs from halfway up a ladder. My long-sleeved tunic was good material, my hair was wound up under a stylish turban, and for urban chic, Suza had affixed earrings with pearl drops. I passed as respectable. To make my shopping list, I held a note-tablet set, which must have looked businesslike even though it was heavy in mundanities like fish-pickle. (What Roman home ever runs out of garum sauce? What in Hades had Rodan been doing here?)

The three men with Tiberius were all dressed in white, with braided yellow yokes around their necklines and wide bands running from shoulder seams to hems. They were too rough for imperial staff. This uniform implied that they could be from the Gold chariot faction, the one Tiberius supported. Following one of the Emperor’s new teams made him a maverick in Rome, though presumably the three men would not think it. So, he had been to his faction’s stables.

‘Here she is: Flavia Albia!’

I picked up that I had already been discussed. The gold-embellished men had come here expecting to meet me. I caught no hint that I should smile, shake hands, then skedaddle to play knucklebones with Suza until everyone masculine had left. (Just as well, because today’s domestic audit suggested our knucklebone set might have disappeared, as well as a lot of other things someone had snaffled.) In any case, when men want me to leave, I stay.

The three visitors looked experienced and wary. Only one was tall. None was heavy. I put them all in the second half of middle age. They carried experience, along with balding heads and knotted sinews. Tiberius introduced them as: Coelus, a coach; Gargilius, a hortator (who rode the track shouting instructions to the team’s drivers during a race); and Tarsas, a record-keeper. An odd selection, but I made no comment.

If they had brought a problem, unfortunately I could tell they had their own ideas for solving it. They looked like men who might not care what was legal or safe. However, I was told that Tiberius had persuaded them to hire me.

I knew how to behave nicely. I tipped up my chin and looked interested. So far, I lacked enough detail to snap back that they could stick their daft request on a pole and march it around a parade ground.

‘What do you need?’ I reckoned they would like a blunt approach. No place here for Oh, oh, however can you impressive fellows want assistance from Little Me?

‘Lepo is dead.’

‘I know.’ Terse statement. I wondered whether Tiberius had told them how I had found the corpse last night. He was playing inscrutable, an act he always carried off well; he showed all the expression of a wide-eyed stone herm. ‘Lepo drove for the Purples. You are the Golds.’


‘Exactly.’

‘Explain?’

‘Lepo is murdered. So all Rome is screaming that Agathon killed him.’

I worked it out. Agathon in the Golds and Lepo in the Purples had been rival drivers. I applied myself to looking as if, naturally, I knew that. ‘I see. Did he do it?’

‘No.’

‘Truth?’

‘Yes.’

‘That,’ my husband propelled the conversation earnestly, ‘is why we need your skills, Flavia Albia. We are asking you to find out what happened, to prove that Agathon is innocent.’ I gazed at him. Perhaps he reddened slightly. At any rate, he dropped his voice. ‘Time is of the essence.’

I took care not to signal how despondent that made me. ‘Fast work and urgency, Faustus?’ My tone echoed his: without rapid action, all hell would break out between the Purples and the Golds; then, very likely, the four other factions would join in as well. I remembered Cincia muttering last night that this meant trouble. Chaos would rampage all over our city. It would go wider than the factions. Rome’s inhabitants, always eager for a rumble, would start fighting over what they perceived had happened. Groups of men would engage in vicious punch-ups, then go home to batter their women. Girls would slit the noses of those who had previously been their dearest friends.

I braced up to the problem. ‘So! Agathon. Where is he?’

‘Sent out of town.’

I sucked my teeth with audible annoyance. ‘Get him back!’ Despite their obvious self-assurance, I made it an order. ‘Do so right now. Guard him, guard him very well, but make it clear that he has stood his ground. Show the public he has no fear of punishment.’ The hortator, Gargilius, was about to speak. I swept it aside. ‘If he flees, neither I nor anybody else can do anything for you! Flight will look like an admission of guilt. You’ll never alter that. Agathon will be labelled a killer and tossed to the arena beasts.’

The three men were considering this wise summary. Shunting their driver out of sight had been their idea and they were reluctant for anyone to correct them. Especially a woman.

With a slight snap, I closed together the note-tablet set I had been holding. ‘Fetch him back,’ I said again, though more quietly. ‘Bring him to me today for questioning. Then I will assess whether proof of innocence is possible.’

I gave them a smile that was pleasant, yet not simpering. A businesswoman’s courtesy, from somebody they ought to believe would acquit herself well. After all, on the level they understood, I possessed an aedile’s backing. Aediles organised many of the Games where charioteers drove; aediles had status. ‘I presume Manlius Faustus has told you I shall charge a fee?’

Tiberius broke in quickly: ‘I suggested a sum.’ He specified it. I raised an eyebrow, hiding disbelief. The chariot factions possessed money. For a commission like this, given its importance, a large payment was in order. But holy-moly! The fee my man had invented was huge. Earning it would call for a real stretch of my talents.

Realistically, this could be my most challenging case. Old Grey Eyes had brought me a real live, writhing basket of snakes.
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Retrieving Agathon proved doable. Two of the Golds went off to collect him. They left Coelus, the coach, behind, presumably because both his legs were so deformed he could barely stand upright. Had he been in a horrific accident? Tiberius made himself scarce as if unwilling to hinder my work. I thought he was dodging me.

Conversation was clearly unwelcome to Coelus but I persevered until I teased replies out of him. He spoke in a tricky accent, as the other two men had done. Many specialist groups in Rome had their own dialect. I had heard it around the faction stables out on the Field of Mars, a deep patois that was incomprehensible to anyone outside the racing community.

With household tasks calling, I asked how long finding Agathon might take, but was reassured: not long. Apparently, the Golds’ idea of keeping their boy safe was to announce loudly that he had left town in a hurry, then simply keep him here. The coach boasted of how clever they had been – while I prophesied their ploy would have failed. I bet all of Rome knew. Hey-ho! Still, I had worked with deluded clients before. I was ready for their lack of restraint. They might even learn from me.

I know, I know. Informers need to have their crazy hopes.

I began to press for more background information. To Coelus it was ridiculous that his colleagues believed a woman might sort this out, and he gave me his opinion dourly. ‘No offence!’ Oh, I took offence by the bucketful. ‘The aedile swung it on the others, and I do see he’s going to think highly of his wife, especially with you being a new one, but face up! What do you know about anything?’

I ground molars. ‘Well, I like to humour him.’ I made no attempt to win trust by citing my solved cases.

‘I assume the aedile will take charge,’ Coelus consoled himself. Assume away, you lame old bigot! Tiberius would not even try, but to start familiarising myself with the world I had to enter I asked the coach quietly about his own career.

He had been a successful driver in the past. He had behind him many wins for the Reds, a smaller faction and one of the oldest, then further success for the influential Greens; I was able to mention how one of my father’s in-laws had been a horse-doctor for the latter. Coelus did not remember Famia. That was good. Otherwise, he might have known how Famia had been executed in North Africa after drunkenly upsetting local sensitivities . . .

I made no mention of everyone else in my family supporting the Blues. That delicate morsel could wait.

Coelus had retired as a driver after a serious crash had caused the damage to his legs. He must have been highly regarded for his talent. On recovery, he was hired again by the Greens to mentor their junior drivers and now by the Golds as their lead coach, working right across the team. He told me Agathon was on the verge of driving in main races, where he would be in support of their champion, Cilo. I thought I had heard Tiberius speak of him.

‘Drivers start very young, don’t they?’

‘As boys. Thirteen or even twelve.’

‘I suppose boys weigh less, which helps with speed, but are they strong enough?’ I knew it took physical power to control a racing chariot. Drivers I had seen tended to be slim, though often tall as Coelus still was, despite his legs.

‘We start them off in a biga.’ Two horses. ‘They only get into a quadriga when they have enough experience.’

‘The Purples’ dead boy, Lepo, also still drove bigae?’

‘He did. He was stuck in their youth team, until they decided to find him a place in their fours.’

‘No vacancy?’

‘They have always had a very strong squad.’

‘The Emperor donates money so they can hire the best talent?’

‘He does, and like us the Purples know how to use it.’

‘Do you know much about Lepo? Did you agree that he was promising?’

‘People thought so.’

‘On the verge of celebrity? Wealth and fame?’

‘Already arousing public notice. The Purples certainly thought he had it – they were pushing him hard.’

‘Is that a bit grudging?’ I asked, smiling. ‘Not up to Agathon?’

Coelus shook his head. ‘No, no. Lepo had ample talent.’

‘Equal to your own boy?’

‘Neck and neck. Agathon and Lepo. Who would be best was still a question. Now we’ll never know.’

‘Sadly so! They both had a keen following?’

‘Of course.’

‘So does that mean,’ I asked carefully, ‘these young men’s careers were being closely watched by the Emperor?’

Coelus breathed slightly harder. He would not answer me.

The Golds and the Purples were two new factions established by Our Master and God, the current Emperor. Domitian was desperate for them to be successful, to refresh his popularity. The imperial connection, which everyone here in my courtyard had avoided mentioning so far, made a situation with a murdered driver even more delicate – and my commission murkier. Domitian was never universally loved (my father had a feud with him, going back years). He knew how much he was disliked, especially in comparison with his predecessors: his influential father Vespasian and charismatic elder brother Titus. There were plots against Domitian; he believed they were serious. He was paranoid – but never was it truer that somebody’s fears were real, not a madman’s moonshine. There would be blood on the marble. It could happen at any time.

The Emperor would reckon that any trouble in the two chariot factions he had personally founded must be aimed against him. As I worked, I would have to keep that suggestion in mind. For one thing, it could well be true.

‘Are you willing to tell me,’ I asked Coelus in a level tone, looking directly at him, ‘whether Domitianus Augustus has any particular leaning? I mean, he presumably favours his own new teams above the others – but has he a preference between the Purples and the Golds? Anything perceptible?’

Coelus stared back at me. He played it as neutral as I had done. ‘Who can tell, Flavia Albia? With somebody like that, who can ever tell?’

I made a slight moue as if sharing the thought. However, this would never be a case in which I bonded with my clients.

 

Gargilius and Tarsas arrived back with Agathon. They had had to extract him from his sister’s apartment, which they had found surrounded by a noisy crowd in a nasty mood. Surprise! They thought they had escaped safely using back stairs and a passing wine wagon, but if they had been spotted, our house in Lesser Laurel Street would soon come under siege.

Agathon was about fourteen. I knew he was almost certainly a slave. However, the way he was presented would never have suggested it. His acne was cared for. He was lofty, slim, well-dressed in a tunic with elaborate gold braid several inches wide that had flickers of glass sewn into it. He had bought himself an extremely expensive belt, set with metal studs; one fist sported enormous real gold finger rings; he had a stupid rat’s-tail plait, a foot long, that dangled greasily behind his right ear. I bet the sister they mentioned had told him what she thought of that, but Agathon was a young man with more money than sense, so he was sure he looked spectacular. All over Rome there would be young boys with chunks of fake gold bruising their knuckles, all trying to grow their hair the Agathon way.

I explained that I would try to prove his innocence. He showed little gratitude. When I asked the question, ‘Are you guilty?’ he said no, scoffing at the suggestion. ‘Then you need to tell me, Agathon, where you were last evening and last night.’

‘My sister’s. I live with her.’

‘Older?’

‘Yes.’

‘Married?’

‘He was killed, shipwrecked.’ In charioteering, that had nothing to do with the ocean, it was a term for a vehicle overturning in a race: a disaster with debris and loss of life.

‘I am sorry to hear it . . . You know I will check your alibi.’ Really, there was no point. A sister with this brother would never land him in it. There were probably no pensions for race widows. She needed her brother’s money, if and when he earned it and presuming his faction did not keep it all because he was a slave. Even he would be lucky to see twenty. Few drivers ever knew long-term success. To protect him, the poor girl would say whatever she needed to.

Agathon only shrugged. I emphasised that I would check his alibi – and double-check. He insisted he had stayed in all night, tired out. Sensing disgruntlement, I remembered there had been a festival, so I asked if he had raced. He had but had not won.

‘And Lepo?’

‘He won one, neither of my races. We weren’t going up against each other.’

‘But overall, if Lepo had a victory in yesterday’s results, he bested you,’ I pointed out. ‘That could look like a motive, a reason for you to go after him.’

‘To idiots it might!’ Agathon was sneering.

Coelus, his coach, backed him up. ‘It was one day in the calendar. Lepo had the luck. It happens. We were easy. We wanted a chance to go against him next time. That means we wanted him alive – then train hard and smash him.’

It was loud talk, pre-race talk, for Agathon’s encouragement. But I accepted the point. ‘And now,’ I agreed quietly, ‘you need something more. You need Agathon to stay alive.’

The record-keeper demanded, ‘What do you advise, Flavia Albia?’ If they were letting me decide their options, I knew the Golds were desperate.

Once I raised the issue, the young man took more interest. He was bright enough; he was afraid of the Purples’ retaliation. ‘Where can I go?’ he demanded abruptly, with his first show of fear. He faced danger every time he raced, but a crash at the track was very different from being set upon in the street and murdered – especially by a furious set of rivals. The Purples would want him to suffer in the process. If they believed he had killed Lepo, they would exact the cruellest revenge.

‘We shall keep you safe.’

I sounded calm. You have to seem positive. I could only hope this promise was possible.
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While Gargilius and Tarsas were busy telling Coelus about the noisy crowd at the boy’s sister’s, I took the youngster and his rat’s-tail plait indoors to my small interview room ‘for just a few questions’ on our own.

Although he came with me when I beckoned, he still had little to say. I wondered if he had been specifically ordered to keep quiet, though I sensed that if anything was being hushed up, he was doing it voluntarily. Of course that might mean he had, in fact, killed Lepo. The others might not know.

He seemed too subdued. Close to, he had puffy eyes and a sullen manner. I talked to him as if he was my twelve-year-old brother, which means I spoke to him like an adult, though carefully. Soon he was tucking into a bowl of honey-fried dates that Fornix brought in for him. He swallowed them in a greedy way that suggested underneath he was just as much a child as our Postumus. This one, however, could drive like hell. Even as a junior, he already had a bank box in guardianship for when he gained his freedom, and he had lived in the public eye so long already he had become nonchalant about fame.

Fornix had carried the bowl in, although he could have sent it with one of our staff. The heavyweight cook placed the treats on a side table beside Agathon without a word, then dropped a hand onto his shoulder. He knew whom he was comforting.

‘This is my chef,’ I said. ‘Tuck in. He used to work at a very exclusive restaurant called Fabulo’s.’

Unfazed, Agathon told us he had been there. ‘Gang of us went once. Taken by a sponsor.’

‘What was on the menu?’ Fornix wanted to know. His dates today had been stuffed with ginger, which was expensive; I could see he was noting that Agathon was carefully picking out the small sticky pieces and leaving them.

‘Food, I suppose. Can’t remember.’ Boys rarely do tact.

Fornix tapped the shoulder again, then left us to it. Summoning my domestic mode, I wondered if he would collect the precious ginger and reuse it . . .

To my surprise, Agathon looked up and said to me, ‘I didn’t mean to upset him.’

‘I am sure he knows that.’ Following up on my cook’s kindness, I noted signs that Agathon was perhaps not suffering from an eye infection, like so many in Rome, but he might have been crying. His rival’s death must be affecting him. In confirmation, when he saw me looking, he dashed the back of his knuckles across his lashes to ensure all tears were gone. I made no comment.

Making it gentle, I asked about his relationship with Lepo. Agathon agreed the two had had a fierce rivalry, had been in contest for a couple of years, on track and off. The public were following this avidly.

He spoke about it with an odd nuance, but he was young. Youngsters never give good witness statements. He carried himself like an adult champion, yet shyness lurked not far beneath the braggadocio. He had never been interviewed in this way before. The whole situation was bothering him.

‘Do you know that I saw the body?’

He looked up again. No one could have mentioned my connection. ‘Was it horrible?’ A boy’s question.

‘Yes. He was stabbed in an artery. There was an urnful of blood.’ I wanted to test his reaction to the violence. I saw him wince. Satisfied, I added softer details: ‘Don’t think about it. He looked as if he was lying down asleep. It would have happened very quickly. I suppose he knew, but not for long. His spirit will have slipped away softly.’

The boy nodded, apparently glad.

I needed to probe. ‘Do you own a safety knife, Agathon?’

‘Of course. I am a driver.’ I did have my twelve-year-old brother, so I had had to listen more than once to the solemn detail. Don’t believe those Greek statues with upright charioteers holding reins daintily: in Rome, chariot drivers tie the reins of their horses to themselves, then use their bodies to swing and steer. In a crash, being fastened like that is deadly dangerous. They carry knives with which they hope to cut themselves free if they are thrown out and dragged. They may save their lives, though often not.

‘Do you keep your knife with you? All the time? Show it to me, please.’

From the front he looked unarmed. Although not wearing his race uniform, he kept his knife in a purpose-made sheath in the middle of his back. A curve at the end of the blade meant it needed a practised twist to unsheathe it.

He could see what I was thinking: he was breaking the law. ‘The vigiles never stop us. Even the Urban Cohorts look the other way.’

‘I know. Is that how you race?’

‘Of course not! That would be useless.’ He thumped his chest. ‘Here!’

This kind of knife is called a falx. Generically they are used as sickles. Dacians use a massive two-handled version, only sharpened on the inner edge. Nothing else is needed. Those weapons could slice a helmet or deconstruct a shield. Any soldier who fought on the eastern frontier came home with horrific tales of the damage a Dacian falx inflicted.

Agathon’s knife was a smaller version: dagger-sized like a country pruner, well-kept, visibly sharp and, in size and style, like the one I had seen last night. It had a mainly straight blade that turned into a hook at the end. The binding on the grip looked to be of a different twine, and this handle was certainly painted gold, for his faction. Now, I was unsure whether the weapon in Lepo’s neck had been coloured. Even in the flare of light from the torch all I noticed was how that knife was so covered with blood.

Agathon’s was clean. To convince myself absolutely, I even pushed at his grip with a fingernail, edging up the binding. Under the gold paint, there was no blood. All was dry. It had not been cleaned. A small letter ‘A’ had been carved into the wood, to indicate ownership.

I wondered if Lepo had been killed with his own falx. If the Purples found out I was working for the Golds, I doubted they would produce the murder weapon for my inspection. Thinking ahead, I would have to see whether the vigiles could persuade them.

‘Do you know if Lepo carried his knife around like you?’

‘No. His father ordered him not to.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘Lepo was always grumbling that his father kept him on a tight rein.’

‘So you did talk to Lepo?’

‘The whole of Rome knows about his father. I was glad I didn’t have one.’

‘What happened to yours?’

‘Shipwrecked.’ Although I understood, he spelled it out. ‘A fatal crash.’


‘I’m sorry.’

He shrugged. ‘I never knew him.’

 

‘What will happen?’ demanded the boy as I returned his knife to him. He reached behind him and wriggled it into its scabbard. He must have practised, but with the curve it needed care.

Once again, I spoke to him as if I were calming my own brother. ‘Somewhere secure will be found, so nobody knows your whereabouts. Crowds will not annoy you.’ He knew what I meant.

I was anxiously considering this. In Rome, keeping him hidden from the Purples and their followers would be a serious problem. But a safe house would be found. Even the other Golds would not be told where it was. This was part of the service, now they had hired me.

Suza came in. I could tell she had prinked busily. Agathon noticed she was young, top-heavy with a bust she was not hiding, bright-eyed, keen to impress him. He quirked a polite smile at her, though seemed fairly immune. Even at his young age, older, more desirable women must have danced the dance for him.

Suza announced, ‘Flavia Albia, your mother has come to visit you. I believe Tiberius Manlius is talking to her.’

I laughed gently.

Timely. Before I had even emerged from my interview room, Helena Justina, tall, cool and full of good sense as always, had wheedled out of my husband everything that was going on. She liked him. As far as I knew he was not afraid of her, but he was looking wary. ‘This must be Agathon – such a celebrity!’ She took over. I was the domina in my house, but never while Mother was visiting. She owned tribal rights. ‘We need to find somewhere to place you, young man.’ He had already accepted her, like some caring aunt of his own.

At first Helena suggested that, as had happened on other occasions, she and Falco could provide a refuge in their townhouse down on the Marble Embankment. We decided against that. If I was known to be working for the Golds, my parents’ home – like ours up above on the Aventine – could become a target for other factions’ hostility. She and I saw no need to mention the truly crucial detail: my sisters were unmarried girls of eighteen and sixteen. I saw exactly why my mother chose to avoid opening her home to a charioteer.

What she pretended was that a decision to shelter a murder suspect was one for the man of the house. Father was too keen on the Blues; Helena thought he might find himself torn. She and I, his thoughtful womenfolk, would save him that dilemma.

Helena was a senator’s daughter, so once he was able to afford it, my father had provided a carrying chair, a respectable means for her or my sisters to travel about the city. As Falco put it, he had to enable Helena to send her lovers packing whenever he arrived home unexpectedly. ‘And the girls can squeeze their blackheads behind drawn curtains without scaring the neighbours.’ Helena had come up the hill today in the fabled chair. She left in the same way. The two bearers who lugged it in and out of our atrium had been chosen for deafness and short sight. Anyway, they adored my mother so would accept extra weight without complaint. There was no need to worry about them keeping a secret.

Helena had decided to go over to the Capena Gate to fetch valuable supplies. You can never have too much lamp oil, she said. She had two brothers who lived there, both lawyers and established senators. ‘The most noble Aulus and Quintus will wish to uphold civic peace and justice,’ Mother declared, as she took custody of the rat’s-tailed suspect.

She and I giggled at the thought of her shabby brothers showing community spirit, via justice and peace. Still our plan was good. We would house Agathon in their quiet part of town, at the anonymous, slightly run-down home of Aulus and Quintus Camillus, two figures that the pent-up public could probably not name, never mind find.

Helena would brush aside any qualms her relatives had that Agathon might turn out to be a killer. ‘Of course he is innocent. You’re going to prove that, aren’t you, Albia darling? They all know how competent you are.’ Mama did not tell him that where he was going, the noble Quintus had fathered six noisy young children.

I sent instructions that a secretary should be borrowed to write out case-notes for me. I wanted all the past history between Agathon and Lepo, perhaps (if this was unavoidable) with their race statistics. I told Agathon to sit down with a scribe and produce a full record of how he saw the situation. At least, in the often-chaotic Camillus home, this task should help keep the celebrity guest from under the feet of my most noble uncles’ moderately noble wives.

The aunts would be kind. One was Spanish, so she might be able to talk to him about horses. She would certainly make the effort. The other was Greek. She never said much about her heritage, but for all I knew there was nothing anyone could tell her about the ancient skill of charioteering.

My mother whispered that the first thing Claudia and Meline should insist on was that the young driver had a haircut.
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I would have to skip lunch. Fornix spotted me fetching a cloak, so he scurried up with a breakfast roll, cheese-and-herb stuffed. I was going back to the crime scene. Now the case was mine I would assess the location with professional eyes. I did not expect to find clues at this late stage, but I stuck with my system.

I left the dog at home. I had to harden my heart, because Gaius and Lucius must have been told we had visitors from a chariot faction. Full of ideas, they were trying to use Barley as a horse, tying her to a big wicker basket, in which they wanted rides. She would only sit down, looking at them. That was her mistake. If she had gazed at me with those soft eyes, I would have rescued her.

I stood for a moment in our porch, still defaced with graffiti. Cleaning it ought to be Rodan’s job. I sniffed, like a hound scenting for him. He must be out of range.

Setting off, I walked briskly. After last night’s dank solitude, it was like stepping through a curtain into a different Rome. The air was clear. Excitement tingled. People were everywhere. I noticed just how many balconies and pillars were adorned with racing colours, how many portraits of celebrity drivers had been hung to show who was favourite. In our neighbourhood, the Blues prevailed, but other factions had support.

Coming down from the Aventine, I saw small groups on street corners passionately arguing, even old women, heads together, absorbed in toothless gossip. A group of roadmenders leaned on shovels to jeer at two roofers, who apparently supported the wrong team. Yesterday’s festival was forgotten. Last night’s murder was the only topic. Snatches of overheard conversation confirmed Lepo could only have died because of his rivalry with the Golds. Idiots and bigots claimed it as a known fact that Agathon had killed him. I would have my work cut out to convince every shrimp-seller and numbskull copper-beater they were wrong.

I snapped my teeth into the cheesy roll. In the time it took me to descend the hill, I began to plan how I could tackle things. No solutions presented themselves. Well, that was normal.

I presumed that the body would have been removed. When I reached the Circus, this was true. Even the movable stall against which Lepo had slumped in his death throes was no longer there. But his murder site was obvious. Scores of people must already have visited before me. Many were still standing around. Those rich, dark traces of his blood on the ground were now hidden under a flowing swathe of tributes. Flowers and phials of sweet perfume carpeted half of the interior corridor, almost reaching to Xero’s pie stall, now open and rammed with customers. Odours of fantastic gravies beat down the sweet scents of roses and Oriental perfume. I was bumped by running men supplying baskets of new fodder. Romans love to eat through their grief.

My father might have joked that Xero was responsible for the murder, as a publicity stunt. I was sure the baker was merely exploiting the situation. But if not him, then who? It did raise the question whether the death might have been essentially unplanned. The Circus was a dangerous area. Maybe a common street-criminal simply stepped up to Lepo, intent on robbery or senseless malice, not recognising his victim. However, unless the knife was indeed Lepo’s own, snatched off him because it was visible, the deliberate choice of weapon did point to a killer from the charioteers’ community. Besides, Agathon had said Lepo did not carry his falx with him because his father had told him not to.

The corridor under the stands was now as congested as on a race day. I could hardly approach the scene of the attack through the well-wishers. Some wept. Some gawped at the others. A proportion, of course, had greasy chins, their fists full of pie pastry. It was becoming a good day for laundries.

I forced my way through to where I had been last evening. Close by, a small knot of men stood, wrapped in dark cloaks, one or two with veiled heads. They all looked like slaves or plebeians. None was speaking. Others had edged away as if to give them privacy, though of course they were stared at: they must be associates or even relatives of Lepo. Prominent were an older man and one in his early twenties. Among their companions, I detected a wish to move on, as if formal grief in public was an unfamiliar situation. Those two were rooted to the spot, looking stunned by pain and bewilderment.

Supposing they did begin to leave, could I go up and speak to them? I lost my chance. Military figures were seeded through the press as if needed to keep order. No trouble was occurring, but some officious commander had pulled the Urban Cohorts out of their barracks. When they cannot find a riot to break up, they shove people around for fun. Two officials I instantly wanted to avoid caught my eye. Since I was near the front, and so were they, unfortunately they saw me. I tried pretending I thought they were signalling to somebody else, but they knew that trick.

‘Here!’ The pointed finger of law and order. As usual, none too clean and badly manicured. ‘Name?’

I held back a sigh. ‘Flavia Albia.’

‘Aha! Flavia Albia!’ They knew of me. I should have used a pseudonym.

‘We have been looking for you!’ Double disaster.

‘Immaculate Legates, may I ask why?’

‘No questions!’ No hope of escape either.

I chose to cooperate. The obstreperous pair wheeled me into the Circus, where they already had a small assembly of victims, who had probably done nothing. Disconsolate men were having their names taken by troops who could barely wield a stylus, no doubt just to provide field-notes for the officers to take back to barracks. Now I was going on the list.

My captors were a red-uniformed Urban Cohort buffoon named Negridius, ‘in preventive attendance’, and a plain-clothes, brown-cloaked nonentity, one Brosius, who called himself an investigator from the Sixth Cohort. I had few contacts in the Sixth, since I try to avoid dandruff and infectious sores, not to mention inbred corruption. Their patch included the Circus, yet those famous laggards rarely showed any curiosity, especially near to lunch time; Brosius must feel he had drawn the short straw today. Maybe his tribune wanted him out of the office. Although from different units, these men were two of a type: shaved heads and straggly eyebrows, scuffed boots, smelt of garlic, and I bet they cheated at dice.

‘All right,’ I said, taking the initiative as firmly as I could. ‘Anyone visiting a crime scene comes under suspicion, but you have enough people to choose from. Most of them look like despicable crooks who rob old ladies, so why me?’

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Paying respects. I brought flowers.’

‘What flowers?’ Brosius gave me an unnecessarily detailed look up and down. At least in winter weather a pervert can find less on show.

‘I laid them on an empty spot. I said a little prayer for him. Then I planned on leaving.’

‘Talk to us instead!’ jeered Negridius. As a social invitation it stank. ‘Cough up! We have reason to believe that you, Flavia Albia, were observed last night playing with the corpse.’

Cincia must have told them I had been there. I wouldn’t blame her. I was too familiar with their methods. I did a rapid assessment of risk, then came clean. ‘Yes, nothing to hide. There was a witness who can vouch for what I say. I was walking my dog. The dog noticed Lepo. All I did was take a quick look. I was talking to one of the street girls at the time. I imagine you have spoken to her.’

‘Why did you not report the crime?’


‘It was too dark to linger. I looked for the vigiles but remarkably, Officer, none were about!’ I gave Brosius the stare, implying the Sixth were negligent. It made no impression. ‘There was a mad knifeman somewhere. I was worried for my safety.’

‘So, what did you do?’

‘I went home to my husband.’

‘And the deceased? You simply left him lying there?’

‘There was nothing I could do. The hole in his throat must have wrecked any chances of him surviving. He bled out – before I got there. For all I knew, someone had already gone to alert the authorities, but of course I told some of the vigiles night shift when I met them. I presume they reported?’

‘Who was that?’

I turned it onto them, saying the vigiles had not identified themselves. ‘I notice,’ I simpered, ‘his poor body has been taken away. Where is he now?’

‘Gone to lie in state,’ Brosius willingly told me. ‘With the Purples.’

‘Can people visit?’

The two men shrugged, indifferent. They were certainly not in the Purples’ pockets. The correct retainers had not been paid, I presumed cynically.

They went through necessary questions. What time had I been at the Circus? Did I see anyone suspicious? Had I heard anything? Whatever did my husband have to say about me wandering around town after dark? He was an aedile, wasn’t he? (I could see they were unable to decide whether or not they had better be nice to me.)

His stint in office had finished but I did not annoy them by pointing this out. I said Manlius Faustus had been feeling tired last evening so he had sent me out. Barley was his dog.

Look, every other witness bends the truth. It was my turn.

Negridius and Brosius must have been men of the world: they accepted that a high-powered magistrate’s beloved pet needed a full exercise regime, which could be carried out by the magistrate’s trusted domestic slave, or by that other menial, his wife. I managed to convince them I had seen nothing of the crime. I came close to admitting I had not realised who Lepo was – or, as I put it, for some terrible reason I had failed to recognise him in the depths of a dark corridor. The only way to exonerate myself for leaving him there was to claim I had thought the dog found some anonymous mugging victim. ‘A lowlife that no one would care about. It’s horrible. Such a terrible mistake to make. I shall never forgive myself!’

They scoffed. Negridius told me mourners were visiting the Purples to honour their dead driver – but it would be a bad idea for me, given how I had abandoned him.

I meekly remarked that that was very wise advice.

They were letting me go, but I had questions of my own. ‘Were you here when the body was removed?’

They glanced at each other, failing to find reasons to deny me. ‘Gone,’ said Brosius. ‘I came down as soon as the incident was reported at the station house, and Negridius heard about it through other channels – but the Purples had already rushed in and taken him.’

‘That’s a pity.’

‘That’s life.’ Negridius dismissed it. ‘Who’s going to run for the authorities when there’s such a big thrill? A slave found him. The famous Lepo? Naturally that slave and many other people rushed straight to the family, who came and collected him.’

I nodded. ‘So, you never viewed the uncontaminated crime scene. And I take it you never saw the knife?’

‘What knife?’ asked Brosius.

Negridius was quicker on the uptake. He muttered under his breath at the vigilis, The one he was stabbed with. ‘No, we never.’

That settled it: I had no choice but to visit the Purples. I had probably intended going anyway, but this would be the only way to get a look at that weapon.

I had more sense than to risk Lepo’s faction finding out that an agent from their rivals had invaded their domain at such a sensitive time. I would have to go in the guise of someone else. It was time for Anina Perpetua to come out of retirement.
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No one in the Purples would know this matriarch had never existed.

Anina Perpetua was a splendid figment that Falco or I occasionally used to enable working under cover. I think my mother originally invented the name we used for her. She ranked with ‘There is always a workman called Titus’ in my pa’s portfolio of rum characters, when he was struggling to gain entry at some place where people resisted his natural charm. (There were more of those than his admirers may think.) Although Perpetua always formed part of a disguise, neither I nor certainly my father ever impersonated her. She was supposed to add substance through her sheer invisibility; we claimed that our mysterious patroness had a deep wish to remain private. ‘Due to her nerves,’ I might elaborate, though for preference I left it vague.

Anyone using her was entitled to add details. After several years in our repertoire, Perpetua had evolved into the stunningly wealthy widow of a three-times consul (crony of Nero, buttered up Galba, switched allegiance to Vespasian, governorship of Pisidia – wherever the heck that is – wrote a compelling monograph on whether or not there had been a forgotten eighth king of Rome). Two very promising children had died in tragic circumstances; the widow notoriously lived as a recluse (on one of many vast estates) with a pet monkey. Or sometimes a goose. Honoured like a retired Vestal Virgin, her only aim in these, her later years, was to benefit the community through her kindly interest in Rome. She carried out anonymous good works. On delicate missions in connection with such benefactions, she used a man of affairs (Falco) or a confidential agent (me).

Today I took on the myth as mine. In preparation, I invested in a couple of props. Before visiting the Purples, I walked across the Field of Mars to the Saepta Julia where my family ran our auction house. The Didius firm lacked any rich patron, mysterious or otherwise, though thrived well enough. In auctioneering terms, that amounts to millions, or for tax purposes, half-millions.

Falco was out, though on request I was supplied with an extremely pretty miniature alabaster box. I filled it with a few woodchips and in the main Saepta galleries I bought one teensy piece of fresh resin, no bigger than my little fingernail. The apothecary dropped a reviving blob of oil on it and promised that on half lifting the box’s lid, intense fragrance would spring out. The magic would last for at least half a day, he promised. I sampled it: nostril-blasting.

Bearing my tribute, I left familiar haunts, moved towards the stables quarter, and approached the house. Despite advising against this, the Urban Negridius had told me where to find a large property that belonged to the Purples’ man-in-charge, Pedanius. I could see from his fancy entrance porch and liveried staff, this entity had moved through earning a fair screw into stonking good luck, then living high. If he ran the Purples, he had imperial backing too. This spread was a result of prize money – some fairly earned, no doubt, by exquisite horseflesh and fast, fearless drivers – although, as Falco would say, it really showed a man who must have been fixed by bribes and buggery. Even my husband, that right-thinking man, might comment that it lacked a patina of honesty.

Luckily, I had encountered such wonders before. I knew how to gather in my skirts to avoid being tainted by filth. So up his dishonest set of marble steps a discreet servant of Anina Perpetua trod, covering her head with a heavy mantle.
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The stole in which I concealed myself like a modest matron was in fact constructed too heavily, so my mother left it at the Saepta Julia, to use if the weather suddenly changed. Helena Justina was never a fan of hairy wool, not to mention attached tinkly things. Anina Perpetua’s agent had a different style. It looked surreptitious yet, when an encounter seemed promising, the jingling roundels could be made to attract notice. Or if I had to leave an encounter in a hurry, I could dump the stole back at the auction house and few people who had seen it were likely to remember me.

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

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

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

A scarf hid his neck.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What will the Purples do about this?’

‘Whatever is necessary.’

‘Pedanius will decide?’

‘Pedanius,’ she agreed.

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

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

‘I am Lepina Philocle. You?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

He snorted. ‘Never heard of her.’

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

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

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

‘From a woman? Why racing?’

‘Her late husband’s interest.’

‘Excellent! Who was he?’

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

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

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

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

‘He left her everything.’

‘What’s her interest in track events?’

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

‘She follows my faction?’

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

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

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

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

‘What are you authorised to spend?’

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


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

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

‘But you have met her?’

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

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

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

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

‘I have references.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


He was still playing dumb.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

A pity, I thought.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘For other ghouls to drool on!’

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

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

‘The finger?’

‘The croc’s whatsit.’

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

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

 

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

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

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

‘Did you give them a lot of money?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Sharp man, he demanded why.

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

My intentions were legitimate. With a set of empty note-tablets and a new sharp stylus, I would make a start on my commission. I intended to interview everyone who could help me construct an alibi for Agathon.
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My experience at the other stables had forewarned me: people were everywhere. The exterior of the Golds’ stables looked similar to the Purples’, although the inside layout had a different arrangement. However, the structural components, the horses and the personnel all looked the same. I made sure to remind myself which stables I was now in. I am not a sporting woman and this case would test my acting skills.

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


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Your key man is?’

‘Pacatus.’

‘And who else?’

‘Alceius.’

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

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

‘Where was he before?’

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

‘That can happen?’

‘Switching teams is regular.’

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

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

‘Fine fun?’

‘A riot.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

Thank you, Alceius.

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

Finally, here was some fellow-feeling towards the Purples’ driver! It was the first real sign of sympathy among the Golds. Others had shown politeness, yet hardly warmth. Before I could ask any further questions, Alceius had turned away and disappeared among the horse stalls. He left me with an odd feeling that we had been talking at cross-purposes.
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I had had enough. Today I had sorted out domestic problems, taken on a commission, revisited a crime scene, viewed a corpse and surveyed two racing factions in their home premises. Many male informers, those sad hacks who worked for lawyers and other skulking wildlife, would consider this hard work an outrage. Whatever happened to sitting on a stool at the Saepta Julia, making one handful of raisins last all morning?

I would have liked to complete a check of Agathon’s alibi, but I knew I was done in. Better not try, only to bungle it. Tarsas gave me an address for the young driver’s sister. I would go tomorrow. Thanking the record-keeper, I prepared for home.

‘By the way, where is the Zephyr, Tarsas, do you know?’

He scratched his head. ‘Is that the pot-hole with the mad waiter by the Porticus Philippi? Let me think . . . No, it’s a drinkery down by the Theatre of Balbus. I don’t go there myself – it’s a young man’s hangout.’

Tiberius was in the hired chair. He had waited for me. After our long day’s travel yesterday, I found him with a cushion under his head, fast asleep. I placed my pile of note-tablets on the seat beside him, anchored them with his left hand, and covered him more warmly with the folds of his cloak. He never stirred.

Hoping the Purples had nobody watching, I set off back to the Aventine. We could cope with role-reversal: I was the person on foot this time, a Roman wife going about her professional business, towing her husband in a closed chair behind her. At least as far as I knew, he hadn’t ruined his appetite on sweetmeats, nor sozzled himself on sickly wine. If he had started an affair with one of the bearers, I would let that fact emerge in time. I hoped he had chosen the cleaner one.

 

Mentally, I was finished for the day, but I should have known better. As my father would groan, what are informers for, except aggravation? Sport had not yet finished with me.

It was a little late for dinner but Fornix would have held it for us. As soon as I let us indoors (still no sign of our porter), wafts of fine food met us – along with entrancing sounds of musicality. We were being visited by the cithara-player, the Fabulous Stertinius. He had his musicians with him, but instead of that plangent Aeolian melancholia they offered at their high-priced concerts, the super-group was playing for themselves. Hard runs of scampering chords were accompanied by fast drumming and even whoops of joy. Now wearing colourful clothes of their own instead of formal white tunics, they could have been tribesmen in a mountain village, not the tasteful troupe who performed for big money at the Theatre of Marcellus or the Maecenas Auditorium.

People were jealous of our relationship with these musicians. Stertinius was justly famous. We had first seen him in concert. Then he was hired privately as a marriage gift from my mother, a woman famed for nobbling the unattainable. Most people waited in a six-month queue for the Fabulous Stertinius to admit them to his diary, but Helena had bagged him to serenade Tiberius and me before our wedding ceremony. After raising the tone, he had stayed to witness our vows. When Tiberius was struck by lightning during the procession, Stertinius must have felt a special connection: he visited our new house and played for the patient. Being soothed through his pain definitely helped Tiberius recover.

Now the small group sometimes dropped in of an evening to take pleasure in playing music they loved in a way that they wanted, while for once they could relax, eat, drink, be part of a household and enjoy our unfeigned, civilised company. They knew we never tried to use their fame to buff up our own prestige. Our little boys thought they were exciting visitors. Our dog would occasionally lick them.

Stertinius, dramatically moustached and portly, and Pamphyllus, the huge-bellied drummer, rose to greet us. They bowed over our hands in a haze of sweet myrrh, before they resumed what they called practice jamming, which was musical magic. Fluentius, the skinny wind-player, seemed to be missing but when I went to tell Fornix he could now serve up, I found Fluentius in the kitchen, along with a much more burly man I had seen before and knew to be our chef’s brother. With red, shiny faces in the kitchen heat, all three were engaged in a hot debate about the race results yesterday. Fornix, who had missed the event while travelling, was being told what had happened and what he ought to think about it. The other two struggled with having to pause when I entered and interrupted.

I invited the brother to eat with us. He, too, cooked for a family; his clients lived on the Esquiline. I had heard about him, though not met him before. His name was Nonus though Fornix called him Spotty, and he called his brother Timocratus. That was news. When our chef had worked at high-end Fabulo’s, he went by Fornax, a designer nod to the goddess who presided over ovens; on moving to us he had adapted that to sound more masculine. We had to tell him Fornix was the noun for an arch, or by extension, slang for a brothel. Now I said I would rather call him Timocratus, if it was his real name. He said he was finishing his entrées, and I had better not confuse him with that kind of cheek.

While Timocratus/Fornix added twirls of herb, loops of macerated spice and finicky trails of green oil, the three men cracked back into charioteering talk. I requested their expert opinion of Lepo and Agathon, especially in the Robigalia programme. ‘In case those races had any bearing on what happened to Lepo afterwards. I understand he was good.’

‘Lepo was ace,’ Nonus told me. He was lifting his brother’s ham hock out of a pot, before pulling a face at its seasoning and adding some spice to his own taste. ‘A natural.’

‘He’ll be a tragic loss,’ agreed the flautist, picking olives off a dish Fornix had set ready. ‘They never should have held him back in his two-horse for so long. Fine that he kept winning – thank you, blessed Furiosus! Marvellous horse – but Lepo was born to be a four-horse driver. It’s wicked he was never allowed his chance.’

‘Well, you know the problem!’ scoffed Fornix, dabbing the flautist’s hand away from his comport. ‘That clown, their faction head, Pedanius. He ought to stick to playing the odds.’

‘You are so wrong!’ his brother informed him. ‘It was all down to the coach. I had it from absolutely the best source.’

‘As in your pig-butcher’s boyfriend?’ sniggered Fornix.

‘Shut up. The pig-butcher himself. He has the Purples’ supply contract. He hears everything. Canidius, that mushy-brained so-called expert they love so much, and beloved-of-the-gods Pedanius are at each other’s throats even track-side. Canidius did everything he could to block Lepo from driving a quadriga. It’s a known fact that Lepo was trying to be assigned one for the final race and was heard getting incandescent. “Say that to my face!” he was shouting.’

‘Say what?’ I managed to ask, forcing my way into this passionate conversation.

‘Not ready for the fours. Canidius denied applying a veto. He always plays the innocent, of course. According to him, Lepo had to wait just like anyone else in the team, and he has no issue with any of their drivers’ fathers.’

‘Woah!’ I jumped in again. ‘Father? Who mentioned a father?’

‘Lepo’s father. Always pushing for him too much, according to Canidius.’

‘Did they fight?’

‘Not openly. The Purples aren’t going to risk open warfare, not with the Emperor’s eyes on them. It was hot-blooded stuff, but Canidius knows when to step back. The Purples always put on a good face, never mind the undercurrent.’

‘Singing the old, old song. It was exactly the same with Alceius,’ Fluentius opined, as sage as some philosopher debating ‘Kind deed for a selfish motive versus cruel act for the best of reasons?’ (Which might even be the issue here, if I could screw a back-story out of these know-alls.) Now Fluentius had taken the baton, he thundered like an orator. Though small-built, he could make his point even among heavy men. At one point he placed a hand on the big chest of Nonus, our chef’s brother, as if physically to stop him talking. ‘I want to defend Alceius. He has the best stance and balance of anyone. He’s one who takes the lead and holds on to it. Some people call his driving too aggressive. I disagree. He has intuition and cunning. He uses them. The main problem for him last season was purely mechanical. Once the Purples fixed their main car’s wheel instability, he would have gone out on the sand and shone. But bloody Canidius said he was too fast and that was dangerous, so kept giving him warnings, never mind what the father wanted, then denied him a drive for the Roman Games – is it any wonder he signed with the Golds? Who were delighted naturally!’

Our runner, Paris, chortled. ‘I heard old Coelus shat himself with joy at getting him.’

‘So, the Purples stupidly lost Alceius,’ Nonus chimed in again. ‘I wouldn’t have asked anyone to pass the garum at that family food table. He must have decided he couldn’t take any more, and what was the point in having a father in a powerful position—’


I waved a spoon at him. ‘You keep losing me, fellows. What powerful father?’

‘Pedanius!’ all three men chorused pityingly.

‘Father of Alceius?’

‘Father of both. Alceius and Lepo.’

My jaw was dropping, but since we possessed no serving staff, Fornix handed me a steamy tureen of chicken Valdostana to carry to the dining room. That took all my concentration.
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A short procession of persons holding hot containers with tiny cloths cut across a corner of our courtyard, squeaking at burned fingers. The music from Stertinius and his drummer, Pamphyllus, stopped. Children and youngsters pushed through their gathering elders. We owned a proper dining room with frescos and three generous couches, where Tiberius and I had regular positions at the centre, but whenever more than the classic nine guests were assembled, other people had to squash together with no elbow room or somehow find stools to perch on.

Gaius and Lucius carefully handed out food bowls, which was their set task at mealtimes. Suza distributed our bronze spoons, notifying visitors with a glare not to pinch any cutlery. Gratus was holding a pile of Spanish napkins but had given up on persuading anyone to take one. Paris and Dromo were already eating. Fornix kept fussing over how his dishes and platters were arranged on the low serving table that fronted the couches. But his brother and Fluentius continued hammering over the driver issues. I listened. Anyone who had grown up among the chaotic Didius family could manage to fill their food bowl while simultaneously stuck in an argument.

‘Look, I have to prove who killed Lepo,’ I pointed out. ‘I am supposed to name a culprit, before tit-for-tat gore is shed. You all seem like experts. What’s your take on Agathon?’

‘Io! Nice boy, drives like hell but failed to do it yesterday,’ said Fluentius.

‘What was his problem?’

‘Fancies himself too much to believe anyone else can beat him.’

‘But they did?’

‘So he was wrong! He’ll be blaming the chariot, the horses, the weather, the track, the other drivers in his races, anything except himself. He won’t blame Lepo. He wouldn’t, not even if they’d been up against one another. Which didn’t happen.’

‘Consider Alceius, then. Even if he has left the Purples, and outraged their father by joining the Golds, there can’t be any reason for him to have knifed his younger brother. Surely?’

In fact, now I knew they were related, I also knew it must have been Alceius – still allowed a room in his father’s house, despite defecting to the Golds – who was said by his grandmother to have retreated there, crying. When I met him later, he still had wet lashes. All his behaviour at the stables now made more sense.

‘No, they were tight,’ Fluentius agreed.

‘Big gap,’ said Fornix. ‘Must have been ten years between them. It counts.’

‘Two marriages,’ his brother Nonus explained. ‘Both mothers from the Greens, oddly enough.’

‘Divorce?’ I queried.

‘Summer fever.’

‘Not Pedanius getting himself a new model?’

‘Younger? Slinkier? No, not a trophy bride.’

‘But is he a player?’

‘Who knows?’

‘Second wife still around?’

‘Childbirth. Lepo must have been about two.’

I nodded. So, the grandmother brought him up, which made her grief now even worse. ‘No jealousy? No fraternal scraps?’

‘Nada.’

‘When Alceius worked with the Purples, earlier, you tell me there was opposition from the coach, but when he joined the Golds he was allowed to drive quadrigae—’

‘He was ready,’ said our runabout, Paris. ‘That was why he moved factions. And he’s winning regularly. Proves the Purples should have let him loose before.’

‘Canidius knew. He kicked off when Alceius left,’ added Fornix.

‘Because Canidius got the blame,’ Fluentius decided.

‘Well, think about Lepo,’ I suggested. ‘Suppose he had been allowed to move up from bigae, would his driving a quadriga have dulled his brother’s shine? Lessened his prominence?’

‘No. Too young to match him. His brother runs second to Pacatus in any case. Alceius knows his own worth. He loves to be the lead driver but when he has to work with someone superior he can adhere to team tactics. And he doesn’t foul their juniors.’

Nonus asserted, ‘You’re looking for rivalry, but you need to understand this, Flavia Albia. In a race,’ he explained carefully, ‘there will be three chariots entered by each colour. They are working for the credit of the faction as a whole. One is their designated lead driver. The other two primarily support him.’

‘They only take over if he crashes out,’ Paris informed me.

Nonus resumed, looking annoyed by the intervention. ‘Their role is to biff at the opposition, try to knock them against each other or make them smash into the spina. Make them slow down. All the time they are trying to get in their opponents’ way so they can’t overtake.’

‘It’s tactics, love. Sometimes,’ my husband joined the explanation, ‘the three team crews will bunch up, forming a line across the inner lanes, to force rivals over to a longer route outside. If there is a particularly feared rival, one of the team may concentrate on blocking him.’

‘So . . .’ I spooned more white sauce over my chicken portion ‘. . . any win is for the faction, as much as for the individual driver who crosses the line first?’

‘She’s got it!’ chorused most of the men in the room.

‘She’s got it!’ mimicked Gaius, our six-year-old, grinning madly. Lucius waved his spoon around. Their nursemaid, Glaphyra, grabbed his wrist, too late to prevent sauce spraying.

I niggled at another subject. ‘Might Lepo have followed his brother to the Golds?’

‘There were whispers,’ suggested Fluentius.

‘Too young to make the break,’ decided Nonus.

‘Alceius can’t have felt threatened?’

‘No. Even if it had ever happened, he’s much too experienced.’

Doggedly, I went back to my point. ‘So, you all think there was no conflict between the brothers? Friendly relations applied even after Alceius left the Purples? It does look as if the family forgave his defection. I went to their house today. Even after changing factions, Alceius has never moved out.’

‘He ought to sleep at the Golds’ stables. Words will have been said at home,’ Fluentius told me. ‘None too harsh, perhaps, because face it, Albia, changing factions happens all the time. Pedanius himself must have driven for at least two colours in his day, maybe three. I can’t be fagged to remember that far back. Blues, yes, and I know he was in the Greens at one point. Let’s be fair to him, he was bloody good – that’s why he still thinks he knows it all.’

‘Success means ability to move around,’ said Tiberius. ‘Drivers follow the money. Once they earn enough in race fees and prizes to buy their way out of slavery, they are supposed to stay true to their previous owner, but most reckon to be independent. A good driver can be poached, with enough enticements. A really good one can pretty well name his transfer price.’

‘Alceius left the Purples, but his father will lure him back,’ Fornix prophesied.

‘He won’t, Timo, you daffy bod,’ his brother shot him down. Nonus, I thought from watching them, was the younger but he repeatedly took prominence.

‘Want a bet, Spotty?’

‘Too easy! He left the Purples precisely to get away from his bloody father!’

‘Who can blame him?’ snorted Fluentius the flautist, in agreement. ‘The father’s a monster. Yes, I know he has several hundred wins of his own behind him, but his time was twenty years ago. And Pedanius is so crude when he starts pronouncing. Me, I would join a Macedonian pan-pipes band to escape, if he was pushing me.’

‘If the pipers would have you!’ chuckled the drummer, Pamphyllus. Fluentius bridled; Pamphyllus gently raised a wine cup to him, with a soothing smile. Stertinius watched the two of them, stroking his moustache, but left them to it.

Chewing clean a chicken bone, I fantasised about Pedanius, the combative father. Was he utterly obsessed? Might he even have had his younger boy disposed of to reclaim for their faction his more experienced, more successful, perhaps better-valued elder son? No. Too far-fetched. Counter to the evidence. A bond between them had survived so they were still a family. I was sure it was Alceius I had glimpsed at the Circus with Pedanius, side by side together, paying solemn tribute at the spot where Lepo had died. When, later, the grandmother had spoken of the elder son’s grieving process, I had seen the father nod sympathetically.

‘So, what are you thinking?’ Tiberius asked me, serving me vegetables (no carrots, I noticed).

‘If the murder was about the choice-of-driver troubles in the Purples, or Alceius defecting to the Golds, you’d expect vengeance to be vented on their coach, Canidius. Or Pedanius himself would have been topped,’ I said. ‘He is unpopular. He had successes once, but now he is thought overbearing. He may possess enemies that have not yet been considered.’ I sighed. ‘Maybe if Pedanius is so possessive about his boys and their careers, and everybody knows it, perhaps somebody killed Lepo in order to hurt his father.’

‘They would have gone for Alceius,’ Nonus disagreed, forthright as always. I wouldn’t want to quarrel with this cook when he had his meat-cleaver in his hand. ‘Much more impact. Pedanius takes all the credit for Alceius, whoever he drives for.’

‘A young boy would be a simpler kill,’ I stated quietly. ‘Easier to surprise, easier to overcome.’

Men shrugged, accepting my argument. They all carried on eating thoughtfully.

Little Lucius had pushed away his bowl. He was ducking his head onto one shoulder, while whining that he wanted no more food. I reached, picked him up by his green tunic, a colour his late mother had always dressed him in, and cuddled him close. Despite his squirming, I held the light scrap against me with my elbow, while I wiped sauce off his face. Tiberius began offering a spoon, trying to tice a little more nourishment into him before we let him leave the dining room. This was a routine struggle for us, because both boys were picky eaters.

These two were not even mine. Bringing them up needed effort. They were troubled souls, not cute, easily lovable children. It was hard to hope we would manage to bring them from infant to adulthood. Even so, I thought to myself that once you had mopped up a soft little face like this, with its tiny chin and button nose, how could you bear it if a child you had nurtured suddenly died? If it happened in your lifetime, long before he reached his full potential? And what if you lost him not from disease or accident but in an act of horrible, intentional violence?

Clutching our warm, wriggly three-year-old that evening, I fully understood why retribution was bound to follow hard on the murder of Lepo.


My commission, like others I took on, had acquired its own complexities. I was no longer simply trying to acquit Agathon because I was being paid to do that by the Golds, but I felt deeply for the victim’s grandmother and elder brother, even to some extent his father. All the time, of course, I had that extra connection: Barley and I had found the murdered boy. We had shared that moment in the dark beneath the Circus Maximus. It never ceased gnawing. More and more, the poor young driver became my responsibility.
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Lucius was drowsy. Tiberius and I exchanged silent glances, then stopped pressing him to eat. Released, the child slumped against me and slept. It was a rare, welcome sign of acceptance after six months when both children (and, let’s be honest, I myself) resisted any idea I might replace their mother. Tiberius smiled. He nodded at Gaius who was with Glaphyra, also passed out and clutching his rag rabbit. At least, with him sleeping, Glaphyra could enjoy her own meal for once. She gleamed at us happily.

Stertinius picked up his cithara; he passed a hand over the lyre strings. The drummer and flautist held back, while the maestro alone thrummed quiet chords as a lullaby. Earnest talk subsided. Fornix served only fruit for dessert. Apples failed to excite me. At last, I ceased any thoughts of my work, emptying my brain for the night’s rest.

 

The next suggestion of faction conflict was put to me the following morning. When I went to try to interview Agathon’s sister, I took Paris, our runabout. His duties included escorting me if I was going somewhere as tricky as the sister’s apartment, which we knew had that vocal crowd outside.

Paris had come to us as a messenger but was now being trained to help with my work. He had a streak of independence, liked trotting about on his own, and could give back cheek; he generally fitted in. He was a city boy; he had not enjoyed our stay on the Bay of Neapolis, where the open skies and rural emptiness had given him heebie-jeebies.

‘You’re glad to be back, Paris?’

‘Same as you!’ he cracked, knowing I had pretended to like the south, but preferred a city environment.

As we walked, he opened up: ‘I didn’t want to challenge the track-masters last evening, but they missed a trick, Flavia Albia.’

‘I can see why you wouldn’t tell them that!’ I laughed. ‘We had a right bunch of tavern experts. I kept expecting them to sweep the platters off the serving table for a make-believe track, using apples as mini chariots, to re-run all the races . . . So, what had they got wrong, in your opinion?’

Paris left a few beats. He fancied himself with the art of suspense. ‘Well, I had been to the Spotty Goat—’

‘Crackpot! You never went there? Just breathing the air can give people parasites.’

‘I thought I might see Rodan.’

‘No luck?’

‘No. I soon moved my butt to the Valerian. That’s where I found the lads I know. I needed a quiet game of latrunculi with people who live in proper streets.’

‘And the lads you know said . . .?’

‘There was an incident you might question.’

‘Spill, Paris?’

Another of his pauses, then with drama: ‘That race at the Robigalia, the one where Alceius came second, had a false start.’

I mimed shock, as a tribute, though I refused compliance. ‘Happens, I believe?’ A chariot race begins with the drivers penned in stalls at the straight end of the Circus. When the signal is given, all the spring-coiled gates are thrown open simultaneously. It is mechanised, so false starts are rare, though not unknown. ‘Was there some suspicion of foul play?’

‘Could be. Don’t you agree it’s odd that Fluentius and the chef’s talkative bro failed to mention it?’

‘Why be silent on the subject?’


Paris was oddly diffident. ‘I reckon they both aim to get seats close to the finish. If anything happened down at the start they wouldn’t have seen what was occurring. Other side of the stadium, and Jupiter, the Circus must be half a mile long, Albia!’

‘Not quite.’ So I was told by my young brother, a dogged collector of facts. Father called it a harmless hobby; Mother tried to pass it off as a sign of unusual intelligence. I thought Postumus would either rule the world one day or end up herding ducks in a one-horse village, treated as their local idiot. The Circus was two thousand and ninety-seven feet in length, as Postumus had told me more than once on outings to support Father’s team. The finishing line for races was partway down the second straight, to give imperial spectators the best view. The starting gates were a long way from many others in the audience; spectators had to react to roars from further along. ‘What happened, Paris?’

‘The start was a mash-up. The stewards were heavily criticised, and the race manager was summoned to the pulvinar afterwards.’ It was the imperial box: this would have been more than a ticking off. Annoying Domitian was an end-of-career move, even if the man escaped becoming tiger-bait. ‘The lads I know couldn’t tell what exactly occurred, but one of the Blues’ chariots had to be withdrawn.’

‘Driver at fault?’

‘Damaged vehicle, they thought.’

‘Had the Blues been expected to win?’

‘The betting said so. But the Greens stole it and Alceius took second prize for the Golds . . .’

‘I can ask Falco. He’ll be hopping mad if the Blues were fouled.’

To me, this tale implicated the Greens more than the Purples. Despite the hint of dirty deeds, I parked the false start on my general-ideas list.

 

Agathon’s sister lived in the old republican street that ran between the Circus and the new Flavian Amphitheatre. This cut-through at the south-east end of the Palatine had worn travertine sidewalks in front of a row of nondescript shops, its aura completed by a faint smell of very old drains. It was close to the Capena Gate, with its notorious drips from an aqueduct. Above the shops were apartments. They looked nothing special, but standing so close to the Circus Max, landlords were bound to charge a premium. Wanting to live near the stadium and being able to afford it indicated that the sister’s dead husband had won significant prize money.

I had presumed I would be able to tell where she lived by the crowd gathering outside because of her brother, but Paris and I found a pathetic scatter of people standing everywhere in small groups. Their mood did have a low aggressive buzz. They gave us suspicious stares but Paris tried palling up with some roustabouts to see what they knew. I went into a shop, bought a posy of flowers, and ascertained the right stair. When I went up, the apartment door was firmly shut and nobody answered my knock.

‘She’s not there!’ a neighbour on the next landing up shouted down crossly, rattling a mop. ‘Juno, how many times do we have to say it?’

I guessed she had not expected a woman, so I moved to where she could see me. I claimed I had come to ask if I could help. No use: Agathon’s sister still wasn’t there. ‘I don’t blame her, with that rabble in the street,’ I sympathised. ‘She must be hiding. Where is she likely to be instead?’

‘How should I know?’

‘Oh, go on, you can tell me. Do I look like a troublemaker?’ I probably looked like a rent-collector – some landlords send women. If tenants are female, it saves accusations of assault, while stubborn male defaulters can often be softened up. I had done it for my father when he was leasing apartments at Fountain Court. Those were the days. Days I was glad were over.

‘You could try the faction.’

‘You think she’ll be there?’

‘That’s where she hangs around normally.’

‘Which faction?’ I wondered.

‘The Blues.’ Father’s team.

My obvious thought was that a race-widow who still habituated one of the stables must have taken up with a new man after her husband was killed ‒ or even before. My casual assumption was completely wrong, it would turn out.

But first, since we were so near the Capena Gate, before I continued my search for the young man’s sister I would visit my own relatives, the Camilli. Time to check on Agathon himself.

On descending to street level, I found the groups outside had crushed up to block my exit. Their attitude was ominous. From the way they looked at me, they thought I might be Agathon’s sister. Anyone in a stola would do, once they made up their minds – and if they managed to capture someone, their intentions were not pretty. All it would take was one emboldened ringleader.

I failed to see Paris. ‘She’s not there!’ I announced loudly. Reluctantly they let me through.

I found my runabout and we walked off, as quickly as we dared. Paris said they had all convinced one another that Agathon had killed Lepo. ‘Idiots!’ he damned them.

Dangerous ones, thought I.
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Gaius Camillus, my uncle’s eldest, took it upon himself to lead me to the house-guest. He would have been handsome, tall (still growing), with his father’s melting brown eyes, though unluckily for him he had his mother’s beaky nose. He must be about thirteen now, on the brink of official adulthood. At some point in the next three years his noble papa would decide he ought to come of age formally, hang up his protective amulet, scrape off some fluff to dedicate to the gods as his first beard, then wear a white toga without boyhood stripes. To acknowledge that his firstborn had grown up would be a wrench for my uncle, yet unlikely to lead to Quintus gaining maturity. Gaius would handle it in his grave way.

Once Gaius found Agathon, my cousin stayed to supervise. A snoop, or just a born commander? Either way, he was shameless about joining my meeting. A purse-lipped scribe sat with us too. He brought the records I had asked for.

Agathon had changed his appearance. Gaius stage-whispered, ‘She made him have his hair cut, so he was disguised in case a mob broke in.’ He was referring to his mother. Agathon overheard and scowled. However, he said nothing; Claudia Rufina was a tough woman. I was sure she was being kind to him, but she tried to impose high standards of behaviour. With six lively children, plus a husband who often gave an impression he was up to no good, Claudia could not allow herself an easy-going style.

We gathered in a courtyard with a colonnade. My two uncles lived in a pair of adjoining old houses; this was the neutral space connecting them. A fountain glugged gently in the building Uncle Quintus had bagged for himself, so slaves clattered through with buckets whenever water was required on the side where Aulus and Meline lived. Other slaves sauntered in and out that morning, sent by Claudia to observe us. The boot-boy failed to grasp he should be discreet and gurned at us objectionably. As a private space, this was more like a marketplace. Being shady and damp in winter, it even had a troubling smell.

‘How are the memoirs going?’ I asked Agathon and the scribe assigned to him.

‘All right,’ muttered the young man, sounding vague. The scribe made no comment. He looked like a fellow who could count peas without opening the pod. I might have caught his eye, but he made a point of staring at the sky. Perhaps he was studying clouds, but he appeared to feel someone here must be having him on.

Gaius helpfully passed a note-tablet to me.

As usual in this house, no refreshments had been offered. Nobody starved, but you had to forage for hospitality. Paris must have visited before; I noticed he slid off, feigning an assumption that I had no need of him. I bet he headed for the kitchen. Possibly even the dining room, because breakfast with the Camilli tended to run through the morning until it melded into lunch. Time was a fluid concept. Children toddled about all day, waving soggy bread rolls in their hands. If Aulus felt peckish, even he would come in from next door to graze, rather than bothering his own staff.

Indeed, he strolled through while we were sitting there. On spotting me, he smoothed a wrinkle on his senatorial tunic, while affecting an air of abstract intellectual distance. He gave our party a glance, passed on to find what he wanted, returned shortly with a piece of cheese, and disappeared, all in silence.

‘Albia is monitoring our secret visitor!’ Gaius called after him. No reply. ‘Going through a difficult phase,’ confided my nephew to me. ‘As in: all his life!’ I wondered whether Gaius knew I had once had a crush on our uncle. He had certainly noticed that Aulus had an antisocial streak.

I opened the set of tablets, but the scribe’s writing was a Greek-style product with almost unreadable letters, in straight lines with minimal spacing. Before I could accustom myself to this cuneiform, Gaius saw my problem and intervened. ‘Let me summarise the situation, Flavia Albia.’ He was copying his mother’s firmness, rather than following his more casual father. I had been in their household before so I folded my hands on my belt, then allowed whatever happened to unfold. There was no point in fighting their system.

Gaius Camillus, who was intended for the law courts and the Senate, spoke without notes. He had good voice projection and well-modulated phrases. I liked the way he used the small inter-colonnade enclosure as a basilica. ‘Agathon and Lepo knew each other from childhood. They grew up as happy playmates until they chose the same path, both wanting to be charioteers. Natural rivalry kicked in.’

‘You sound like a barrister,’ I interjected. ‘Which side are you representing?’

Gaius became thoughtful, then answered, ‘I believe I am neutral.’

‘On the fence?’

‘Even-handed.’


‘Fair enough. Carry on, please.’

‘Lepo was trained by his father, following his elder brother, a brilliant driver who is named Alceius. Agathon learned skills from his brother-in-law, another winner called Statilius, who tragically came to grief two years ago. Roman Games?’ he asked Agathon.

‘Plebeian. Second race. Got bashed on the turn, locked wheels, then flipped. Knocked out unconscious, so couldn’t cut himself free.’

‘Tragic!’ Gaius winced, then reasserted himself. ‘As you know, Albia, Lepo was driving for the Purple faction, run by his father, while Agathon was with the Golds. Because they were handsome young men with visible talent, the public had started to fanatically adore them. From the time they began to enter races, people chose their favourites. It was one-on-one jealousy in full public view. A tense battle for supremacy, in the thrilling pursuit of victory.’ I found myself pulling a face at my nephew’s style. He noticed, understood, blushed slightly then concluded more diffidently, ‘Though just starting out, they had become darlings of the public, amid a raging debate on the contrast between their different driving styles and private lives.’ He ceased, a formal moment.

I let a pause settle. It struck me that Gaius and Agathon were similar in age. That was all they had in common. Although both seemed equal in confidence, their maturity levels stood miles apart. Gaius possessed rich, intelligent parents, who gave him comfort, education and privilege, with an expectation for decades of enviable life. Agathon was slave-born, already had beard and moustache shadow, plus swagger, and he not only worked but did so in a dangerous profession; we might count his future years on the fingers of one hand. Gaius could talk and philosophise; his jokes were elegant; he knew enough to seem worldly even though he had barely tasted life. Substantially, he remained a boy, left to flower in his own time; Agathon would never assume a manly toga yet he stood firmly in initial adulthood, feet planted. He was living among a squad of grown men, and I preferred not to wonder what experiences he might have had already.

I said I would like Agathon to tell me himself about ‘driving styles and private lives’. Gaius was so flustered he backed off. Agathon also looked nervous but was prepared to talk, at least on the first issue. He could have been briefing a scribe from the Daily Gazette sports section. ‘You have to concentrate on your performance. Focus on your finish. It’s down to daring and determination. I am endlessly seeking to make improvements, in the way I drive and how my vehicle is designed.’

‘I hadn’t realised there was much scope to change a chariot.’

Agathon and Gaius looked shocked. ‘Wheel size and rim, axle, dynamic shape, covering and set of the car—’ Agathon started.

Gaius chimed in, ‘Choice of horses, harness, reins, length and alignment of your draught pole—’

I held up a hand. ‘Thank you, boys! So, Agathon, how would you characterise your rival, Lepo, as a driver?’

‘Relentless. Ready to push to the limits, yet totally disciplined.’

Gaius had to have his say: ‘His father would analyse everything, everybody knew. Each race, win or lose, was dissected in detail afterwards, with critical discussion for hours. Each coming entry would be pre-planned lap by lap, with options for every move that any other teams might make. Agathon, in contrast, enjoys more natural flair. He just gets in and drives. The Golds’ coach supervises with a light hand.’

‘Coelus?’

They did not want me intervening. As Gaius showed a fleck of annoyance, Agathon said, ‘I like to learn. I take on pointers from every race. Even so, once I step down from the car I switch off.’

Gaius elaborated: ‘He lets his gained experience be absorbed by his brain and his body in a natural process.’

I smiled. ‘I am learning that we have an expert in the family.’

Gaius frowned. ‘Albia, this is information everyone should know!’

I sighed. Neither young man would understand my reason for it.

I would have liked to bring in the silent scribe as an ally. He still had his head back, studying the view at rooftop level. A pigeon stared back at him from the pantiles, but he ignored it.

 

‘There was mention of interesting private lives,’ I prompted them, hoping to change from technical detail.

Agathon looked shifty so Gaius helped him out. ‘It’s obvious that celebrities will be offered opportunities.’

‘Simple fun?’ I asked. ‘Or classic debauchery?’

‘I should think both would be available,’ replied Gaius, very serious. His own life must have been virginal. The closest to excess for anyone in this house would be grabbing an extra cinnamon pastry when they thought no one else was looking.

I turned to the scribe and demanded sharply, ‘Don’t shock me, but give me an outline. Has anything been admitted?’

He finally brought his skyward gaze down to our level, sniffed, then condescended to summarise: ‘Not really. The life of a quadriga driver will be wine parties, pleasure boats with exotic dancers, concert evenings, theatres, fine dining. Scrawny older women and grizzly older men. Girls going batty. Boys following their every breath. Gamblers wanting insider information – they will pay pretty well anything . . .’

‘Agathon enjoys this?’

‘He says not. Lepo had a reputation for the nightlife – his brother used to take him ‒ though he could famously snap back into focus the moment his toes hit a chariot footboard.’

‘He didn’t drive like a drunk?’

‘Never.’

‘Thanks. What’s your name?’

‘Euthales.’

‘Much appreciated, Euthales. And what about you?’ I tackled Agathon, who was shying from eye contact.

‘Nothing like that,’ he claimed.

‘You live with your sister and you lead a quiet life?’

He squirmed.

‘Regime of exercise, sleep and a pure diet,’ confirmed the scribe. ‘I dozed off having to listen to it.’

‘Really! A regime,’ I scoffed to the young driver, ‘which nevertheless calls for snap-dazzle outfits, with knock-’em-dead accessories, plus horrible high-end hairdressing?’

‘You have to spend the money somehow,’ proffered an unrepentant Agathon.

‘Never heard of investment for your old age? I bet your pomades can be smelt right up on the Palatine.’

‘Self-care. Horses don’t complain.’

‘Do you care ‒ if somebody crosses you?’ I suddenly thrust in. Gaius fluttered his gaze between us, wondering. Euthales certainly knew what I was doing.

‘I don’t like to be bested.’ Agathon himself was quite naive. He had no thought of prevaricating – so no idea of clearing himself. ‘I suppose I do care, yes. If I meet opposition.’

‘Had Lepo upset you in some way?’

‘No. Why?’

‘I want to know if you were angry with him.’ Finally, he twigged: these were checks designed for a murder suspect. ‘That’s right! You have grasped the situation, young man. Did your pot of troubles with Lepo boil to a head, Agathon, yesterday night?’

He looked as if he felt I was cheating him with really unfair suggestions. For a moment he could have been our three-year-old at home, when somebody told him not to walk mud through the atrium. But Agathon rallied: ‘Lepo and I had not been quarrelling and I stayed at my sister’s. You know all that!’

I gathered the tablets that had been prepared for me. ‘I will know it, if your sister validates your statement. Euthales, perhaps you can find my runabout for me. Paris and I will go to talk to her now.’
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The Blues’ faction house was the only one I had ever been to before. My father once took me on some minor query, back when he was teaching me the job. Probably no one would remember. I had intended to call myself Syntrophia today, repeating my pose as Anina Perpetua’s agent; Paris could play bodyguard or simply lose himself. I would try to get in by saying, as I had to Pedanius, that the reclusive wealthy widow who sent me had been a Blues supporter alongside her husband in the past . . .

Unnecessary. No one stopped me at the gate. Once inside, I could see security personnel considering questions but they stayed on their stools, bent over gambling counters on a spare. Before I could insist on being signed in, I spotted three middle-aged men who stood in conversation. One had once been introduced to me by Falco, so I breezed past the guards to hail him. Always use your contacts. And don’t forget your father’s.

‘Falco’s daughter!’ He did remember. He immediately introduced me to the others. I melted back into the character life had imposed on me; I should have come as myself in the first place. I was ten years younger than these hoary experts. Faced with a personable young woman, an associate of that Blues supporter and wily character Marcus Didius, they were effortlessly friendly.

These were ex-charioteers, all with great histories behind them. They carried more weight around the midriff now, were greyer and had poorer eyesight than in their prime, but all were still revered as masters of their sport. In the Circus, they sat together in seats they virtually owned, close to the track on senatorial-style thrones. There they gave prophecies to each other and anyone else who would listen. Punters wanted to use their forecasts like a magic charm before betting. If their supposed insider knowledge later failed to work out, ‘Commentators’ curse!’ they would grin, quite unabashed.

I had seen them at it. Two of the old ones chuntered on together, pouring out anecdotes of long-gone races and starchy assessments of modern drivers. Their favourite phrases were ‘Whatever you do, watch the other man’s wheels!’ and ‘It’s all about position.’ The one I had met before tended to stay more aloof but could be scathing. ‘Mistakes can always happen, but that was unforgivable at this level!’ This purist was Mysticus, acknowledged to have been one of the most talented drivers ever. ‘And he knew it!’ His colleagues, Virconius and Valla, enjoyed teasing him about his fame and fabled exploits. We had hardly met when they advised me, ‘Don’t let him start sounding off about the legendary season in Vespasian’s sixth consulship!’

‘Never been beaten!’ Paris thought he should help me out with his own know-how.

‘I was there, Paris.’ It was my first year in Rome when, of course, I had been taken to festivals to show me what civilisation was: men screaming at fast vehicles in the hands of boys. I had assumed the glorious racing that year was what always happened.

Paris could not stop himself: ‘A crop of fabulous drivers burst on the scene, including these noble fellows. Unprecedented. Still the best of the best.’

‘I saw them, Paris!’

‘Oh, the sport has changed,’ Virconius demurred. Still tall despite the passage of time, he dressed snappily, had a small mouth, no hair and invisible eyelashes. ‘They drive much faster in the new cars, though I’m not convinced I approve.’

‘Too many crashes,’ agreed Valla. He was more casual, with a week’s stubble and his tunic unevenly bunched into his belt. ‘Speed may be fine for those who are hoping to see shipwrecks, but I miss the skills of the old days, when driving was really driving.’

Mysticus – polished boots and a light scent of tooth powder ‒ said dourly, ‘I agree with Virconius, and adding the new factions has proved to be detrimental. Four were enough.’

They would reminisce until I stopped them. I jumped in quickly: ‘I’m so glad I met you. You will be able to explain the false start in the last race at the Robigalia.’

Slow intakes of breath occurred.

‘False starts do happen?’ I prompted.

‘Yes, they do,’ said Valla. ‘Take our famous colleague here. As in, Virconius had seven hundred and thirty wins, one hundred and eighty places and seventeen when he was sent back. Sent back means because of false starts.’

‘Those are big numbers,’ I complimented Virconius.

‘They are real,’ said Valla. I could see this banter was a long-standing tease. ‘As Virconius loves reminding people!’

‘And you?’

‘I’m too modest to say!’

Virconius took over. Regarding the false start, he felt he had to tell me that the organisers always did a wonderful job of preparing the Circus. The slaves who maintained the starting gates would have been working all night before the races; at the end of a day’s programme, you might expect things to end up a little creaky, but nobody should have any complaints about the standard of gate operation.

‘No one to blame, then?’ I prodded.

Valla said he had happened to meet up with one of the stewards, who reckoned everything had been immaculate. He tried to shift to an easier subject by praising the wonderful sand surface, with its mica embellishments.

Mysticus listened. Then he said, ‘Of course they did a good job, you can’t take that away. But a scrimmage on the start is inexcusable ‒ at this level.’

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘I heard,’ supplied Paris, still trying to show off, ‘there was a complete foul-up with the torsion ropes.’

‘One gate’s holding rope snapped,’ Mysticus told me more precisely. This was their faction, so he knew. ‘They are under high pressure but shouldn’t move until the bolts are taken up and all the ropes are released simultaneously. Hearing a rope go or seeing movement in the gate, the Blues’ first team tried to break out of the stall, with the bolt outside still down; the horses are always pent-up and trying to start. One of the draught pair got the bolt in his eye. While he began plunging the others reared, fell onto each other and crashed against a gate.’

‘Casualties?’

‘One horse put down, two saved and sent to recover. The fourth now doubtful and passed to a junior team. The car was unusable.’

‘The driver,’ said Valla, ‘was Gallienus, our best. He’s known to be easily demoralised. He was overwhelmed when his chariot had to be dropped. The coach will need to watch him.’

‘I heard he was favourite?’

‘Either him or the Golds’ Alceius. Without Gallienus, the Greens took the race. Bloody Afranius.’

I gave them all a long look. ‘So . . . it was the end of the day. The torsion ropes had been working hard ‒ yet accidents are unusual?’

‘Not unknown,’ Virconius said. ‘There was a famous occasion when Mysticus had a gate fail to open. He jumped out, shouldered the thing out of his way, leaped back in as the horses set off of their own accord – which they will, Albia, they know what’s expected of them – then the great Mysticus rewrapped his reins, worked his way up all the way from the back of the pack and still managed to finish second ‒ to Valla.’

Valla bowed. He and Virconius were having a go at Mysticus, with old jealousy at play. ‘He’d have won against anyone else. But I had you that day, didn’t I?’

Mysticus pretended not to have heard all this. ‘Domitian’s new factions put more pressure on the start. And he likes mad numbers of races in the programme. That adds to wear and tear. However, the gate operators are perfectionists, Albia.’

‘You mean the Robigalia must have been an unusual accident?’ They all sucked their teeth. They were waiting for me to work it out. ‘Or,’ I suggested, ‘an accident that somebody had paid for?’ Slow nods ensued. ‘Who? It would look to be the Greens. But what about the Golds? Making sure Alceius wasn’t bested?’ No comment. ‘He captured a good prize, even second. Did Alceius drive a good race?’

‘He couldn’t pass the Greens, they work together very strongly,’ said Valla. ‘To be fair, his performance was beautiful.’

Mysticus pronounced, ‘He has one of the best styles. I’d like to see what he can really do from further back. I think it’s more elegant to work the field. But you can’t argue when he grabs a lead, or near enough, and holds on.’

‘He has a good pedigree, I understand?’

‘It isn’t only horses who are specially bred,’ Virconius told me. ‘Pedanius married twice. Both times they were striking women, with family members who had been drivers, all noted winners.’

‘A breeding programme for charioteers? Juno! I met the Golds’ record-keeper. Are you saying they keep family trees and biographical notes for children, as well as records of Cappadocian mares and Hispanian trace horses?’

‘If that’s Tarsas you’re talking about, nothing would surprise me!’ chuckled Valla.

‘Do you think he monitors drivers from the hour of conception to end of career?’ They were shy men but let me have my joke without blushing. ‘So, Pedanius sired two sons with suitable biographies. And what about young Agathon, his rival? Another racing family? His father died early and he has a sister who married a driver who died? The brother-in-law taught Agathon. One of yours?’

Mysticus shook his head. ‘Statilius was in the Reds. A very fine young man. Beautiful to watch. A huge loss to the sport.’

‘He beat you once, didn’t he?’ Valla ribbed him. ‘Three lengths, I seem to remember?’

‘You had to remind me! I thought it was a head – and that was because his team all had long Tarraconensian necks . . . So, what’s your wrinkle with young Agathon, Albia?’

‘There is a mob baying for retribution. He’s getting the blame for Lepo. You know I do work like my father, so I am hired by the Golds to prove Agathon is innocent. I need to interview the sister, who can give him an alibi.’ They all nodded. ‘I’m not sure why, but somebody told me I might find her here with the Blues?’

‘Her second home,’ Virconius confirmed. Fortunately (in view of what I was to learn) I did not ask if she was chasing after a boyfriend.

‘Upset about our chariot having to be pulled,’ said Valla, which might have suggested it. Did she hang around the Blues because she was cosying up to the scratched driver Gallienus? ‘Her view was that we should have used our spare car and put up another driver.’

‘Unacceptable ideas!’ Mysticus announced.

‘Times change,’ Valla chided him.

Virconius said, ‘We should have done our best to fill our quota. In a way she’s right. With a full team on track, we could hopefully have taken out Alceius, even if not the Greens. Mind you, Gallienus had drawn a filthy starting lane in the lottery. I wasn’t confident even he could have made it work.’

‘It’s all about tactics,’ Valla declared to me.

‘Is there a lot of attempted sabotage?’ I wondered.

‘Oh, idiots will always try it on.’

‘Dope your horses? Dope your drivers, even? What’s that thing holding a wheel onto an axle – damage a cotter pin?’

‘Myth!’ scoffed Virconius. ‘Albia, before any race a decent chariot crew will be checking every part. The idea that a cunning rival can cause a spill by cutting a component is nonsense. You’ll have men crawling around each chariot for hours.’

‘I only asked! Can’t stable hands be bribed?’

‘Cost a fortune!’ Valla advised kindly.


‘I appreciate your expertise.’

‘Best in the business,’ said Mysticus, deliberately patronising the others. ‘These two would have been famous if they’d tried a bit harder!’ Again, it was part of their patter. Valla and Virconius still put up with it gently.

Smiling with them, I asked them again about Agathon’s sister. Now they told me I would find her at the Trigarium. She had gone out with stable hands who were exercising horses. Her name, it transpired, was Vibia Nunnia. They seemed to think I might have known it.

No, I hadn’t heard of her, either.

Not then.
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From where the various stables sat, the Trigarium was just a short walk. It was a simple dirt track along the riverbank, between the bridges named for Marcus Agrippa and the Emperor Nero. At the northern end an underground shrine reputedly marked a gate down to Hades. I personally had never seen any ghosts popping out on a day trip.

The grey-green, sometimes yellowish, loop of the Tiber, which on both banks was still barely built up, gave this area an open aspect. It retained a touch of wildness where I most keenly felt how the Campus Martius must have been historically, back when the floodplain was Rome’s annual muster-ground for troops, or even before that, when Romulus in his senior years was supposedly taken up in a whirlwind here, to be deified as the god Quirinus. Ascension in a cloud would be one way to deal with a troublesome old relative. Mind you, my pa says he’d become a menace so the Senate did away with him.

At the track, you could always find staff from the factions, exercising horses or trialling a chariot that was new, repaired or adapted. One colour might be surreptitiously watching another at work too. And there were always members of the idle public, gawping. It might be a group who couldn’t find a bar dire enough to let them lean on its counter, or one of those sad loners whose eyes you must never meet. Some of the scattered audience passed themselves off as diehard supporters; a few were even genuine.

It would be rare for a woman to go there on her own. Even those who came in fancy sedans in their best ringlets, hoping to glimpse a celebrity driver, would turn up with maids as chaperones; a maid could be sent to speak to the young man while Madame hid behind the curtains of her chair. Racing was deemed infamous. Hanging around the Trigarium would infect anyone with the stain.

Fortunately, this did not affect me: I was already on a list of those who worked in an outlawed profession. As an informer I could sink no lower. It had not yet been decreed whether you could be rehabilitated if you somehow married a magistrate. I didn’t know whether I had redeemed myself nor, frankly, did I care.

At the Trigarium if I was coy, no one would speak to me. But when I spotted blue tunics, which must indicate the stable hands I was looking for, I saw they were worn not by lads but by girls. Did this give me an advantage as a woman? Certainly not. In one way, these were not as threatening as big men wielding pickaxes and shovels, but they faced me with clear hostility.

As well as the blue tunics, they were all the same. They had skinny builds, flat chests, hair tightly screwed back in a single braid, tiny earrings, and the ferocious spits of feral cats. Their hair was the same colour, a streaky blonde some fake cosmeticist had sold them. They meant to look scary, though I was up against a bunch where even the oldest was only about fifteen.

‘Forgive the intrusion, young ladies. I am looking for Vibia Nunnia.’

‘Look somewhere else, then!’ I was an outsider. I could get lost.

‘My name is Flavia Albia. I am trying to help her brother.’

‘Who says he needs help?’

‘A mob baying for blood over Lepo.’

‘Who says it was Nunnia’s brother?’

‘Mindless men.’

‘Tell them to get lost too.’

In the above exchange the phrase ‘get lost’ is a euphemism. I knew the other words they used, which are not often heard from skinny, white-faced teenage girls ‒ except perhaps the world’s most miserable slaves spreading sewage on agricultural fields.

These without doubt mucked out stalls in the stables. I guessed they did it cheerfully because they loved being around horses. They could be slaves, or not far from it, but they acted like queens. Nor were their lives only about plying curry combs and plaiting manes. Today one had a small-boned black stallion on a long rope, mixing up his pace while she observed him; he had an extremely neat mane and tail, complete with blue ribbons woven in, which must have been the girls’ work. They were all watching his movement like experts. As they followed his stride, even I could tell he was holding one leg awkwardly.

I wondered whether he was the fourth horse from the Blues’ recently withdrawn chariot. ‘He’s beautiful,’ I ventured carefully. ‘Where’s he from?’

‘Mauretania.’

That was all I would get. The girl who had slipped up and answered me moved away to avoid further questions. The rest shunted closer together, like a group trying to hog a waiter’s attention at a crowded bar.

At this point I became aware of a chariot, a two-horse biga, approaching at speed. I had no further need to ask after Vibia Nunnia. She was driving it.
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Things now made more sense. Women did have connections to charioteering even though it was rare. Vibia Nunnia came from a racing family and, like her brother and her deceased husband, she actually drove. Maybe the husband had taught both her and her brother. Now I understood what the Blues’ old experts must have been saying about the Robigalia false start: Vibia Nunnia had desperately wanted to replace the driver Gallienus when he’d had to retire from that race, but the hidebound male team had refused to let her.

She had been widowed, yet she looked to be barely twenty. She was light, graceful, slightly taller than the stable girls, though I bet they all wanted to emulate her. She was clearly their leader, and apart from avoiding their awful hair dye and wearing a ditsy wedding ring, her style was theirs. Young women forcing themselves on the athletic world: all patterned like each other as they fended off the men who dominated; men who despised them; men who appropriated the backers and supporters; men who hogged the fame or notoriety; men who took all the money. Perhaps uniformity helped these women. It would never have done anything for me.

When she straightened from her working crouch in the lightweight vehicle, Nunnia was dressed like a professional male driver: a short blue tunic, padded protection around her thighs, leather bands around her chest and a round helmet, hers with a chinstrap and little side wings. As the biga skidded to a halt before us, in a haze of hot wood from the axle, she was already unwinding the reins from her waist, tucking a whip under one arm and adjusting her stance in the webbing basket. Girls were at her horses’ heads as she sprang down.

I checked: yes, she had a knife, carried centre chest in her padding.

Her biga was drawn by a pair of sweating steeds that looked too big for her to control. They were matched in size but not quite in colour, one being a rose grey, the other slightly dappled. Donkey colouring. Male drivers generally found sponsors to pay for perfection; it had to come with strength and pace, but they all wanted fours in identical ebony, or fine white, or really glossy chestnut. I guessed Nunnia had to opt for performance over pretty pairings.

If she was as ambitious as she looked, what she really wanted must be to drive a four. She immediately bounced over to the black Mauretanian the others had been observing, demanding to know how he had gone. While they were reporting, I walked closer. Nunnia was telling them she felt better for a fast race along the Trigarium, when she spotted me. ‘Who the fuck is this?’

‘Flavia Albia,’ I rapped at her. ‘In your terms, a fucking informer. Hired by the Golds to exonerate your brother from the Lepo killing.’ I was desperate to know how long she had been driving, what connection she had forged with the Blues, and if she had ever been allowed a proper race. There would be little chat, however. I saw no point in softening up this witness with initial biography and lifestyle questions. Unless I posed my crucial request fast, I would lose her. ‘Agathon says that the night of the Robigalia, he was feeling so depressed he dropped out of his faction’s success party and came home to your house. He stayed in all evening. It’s important for me to hear what you say about it, Vibia Nunnia. And don’t give me, “I agree whatever my brother says,” because that isn’t evidence.’

Nunnia pouted. ‘He lives with me. He came home, moping as usual. He is always a sore loser. He hid up at my apartment.’

‘And you can vouch for Agathon because you were there all the time with him?’

‘I was there,’ declared Nunnia, staunchly.

‘Yes?’

‘Yes!’

She was a good-looking girl, full of spirit, who had obviously mastered an unusual profession. Anyone would have believed her. But I noticed a tell-tale signal. As she said ‘Yes,’ she had shaken her head slightly. It was a mere twitch. She would not have been aware of it. But that told me: Vibia Nunnia was lying.
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All the young girls turned their backs on me and began leading the horses away, clearly returning to the stable. Nunnia had regained her chariot.

I called after her, ‘If it was my little brother, I’d be asking where he is and is he being protected? I’d want to know.’

She did a half-turn back to me. ‘I went to the Golds. They say he’s in a safe-house.’

I scoffed. ‘I’ll tell him how concerned you are!’

‘He knows where to find me!’ she flared. If she had noticed that I must know Agathon’s location because I was going to speak to him, she gave no sign. I was not heartless: I was dropping her a hint that people were looking after him.

I must be going soft. Perhaps it was because I had brought to mind my own brother. Despite there being only a year between their ages, when compared to Agathon, Postumus was a complete child. A crackpot schoolboy, full of off-beat curiosity and wild theories. We shared no blood and only a few years of mutual upbringing with Falco and Helena, but if a hostile crowd ever came on the rampage after Postumus Alexander, they would have to go through me. I would put up a military barricade, with sentries and boiling oil, even supposing they managed to cross the ditch full of sharpened stakes that I’d have dug all around him.

Nunnia seemed far too blasé. She and Agathon shared a home, but on what terms? Did he come to console her after her husband was killed? They seemed to be orphans. Had she taken him in as a child and been a mother to him? Did his winnings now even pay the rent on the apartment she called hers?

I was stuck with the brush-off so gave up, not bothering with formal goodbyes. When I looked around for Paris, he was just leaving a contact he had made. I saw that even those stable-girls had managed to find a creature they in turn could despise. They had brought a small slave-boy with them; he had charge of a bucket of water for the horses to drink from. Paris had been talking to him.

The boy ran after the departing women, while Paris and I set off down the riverbank. It was a pleasant stroll through Agrippa’s Gardens, in the same direction as my flight yesterday when I was being tailed.

‘Learn anything, Paris?’

‘More than you, I think!’ He could be cocky, but I let him gloat: I had trained him to snuffle around for information even while escorting me. ‘Those girls call themselves grooms. They look after horses, when they are allowed to by the men. The nipper does whatever is too dirty even for them. I gave him a copper – his lucky day. He opened like a clam. Easy work. That woman you spoke to sometimes even drives in their biga team.’

‘Really? The Blues let her? She has a place in their faction house? She races?’

‘It titillates the crowd. Short skirt, long hair, wild cries. For your average arena-freak, only Amazonian gladiators killing each other are more exciting. Boyos in the audience tend to wet themselves – or something worse.’

‘I get the picture! So Nunnia is simple entertainment for muckers in the poor-grade seats?’

‘Not quite. The Blues tolerate her because she’s good. If there’s a vacancy among their juniors, they will put her in.’

‘Has she ever won?’

‘Oh, yes, a few times. At the Robigalia, there was a needle match with the Golds. She beat her brother into second place.’

‘Nunnia beat Agathon?’ Well, that explained any distance between them. He would have been depressed whoever won, but to be knocked out by his own sister would be bruising. She had not struck me as one to treat him sympathetically either. ‘So, they both allege they went home that evening for a quiet night in together with a nice little bowl of mushroom soup and a bread roll?’

Paris giggled. ‘My stable-lad reckoned Nunnia will have put on face paint and hopped off out. The Blues held the usual post-race hooley, but she was narked. After the fouled start she had begged to drive as a substitute. The men in the team shouted her down. Nipper said she never appeared at the Blues’ party, nor her stable-girls. Just as well, he thought. They had felt let down and would only have started quarrelling. He supposes the women all went out together instead.’

‘Where would they go?’

‘There’s a popular bar.’

‘I don’t suppose . . .’ I was teasing him.

Paris cocked his head, as he rebuffed the tease. ‘Oh, I know where it is!’

‘Well done, that boy!’

We were approaching the far tip of Tiber Island, some way before the Pons Fabricius. As we negotiated the usual handcart and donkey traffic in that part of the embankment, my runabout decided I knew my way home. ‘I can leave you, Albia. You just toddle along and have a good lunch with the master! I think it’s time,’ he begged wooingly, ‘for me to peel off by myself. I assume that bar can be on expenses?’

‘Cheek!’ I disabused him. ‘Don’t ask for a flagon. One beaker, no olives, but you can scoff the nuts if they come free . . . Better tell me where you are going, in case some broken-nosed costermonger mugs you.’

‘Apparently it’s a dingy dive that dangerous girls go to.’ Paris, who had his louche side, looked keen on this idea. ‘Don’t worry, it’s in a quiet area. The Zephyr. I think it’s somewhere around the back of the Theatre of Balbus.’

For some reason that sounded familiar. No doubt when he reappeared tonight, Paris would explain why.
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After I let my runabout off the leash, I walked slowly around the river bend parallel with Tiber Island. I had intended to go at a faster pace but was feeling tired; it must have been delayed weariness from our journey to Rome from Campania. Well, I hoped that was all. My nerves seemed upset too. Between the Fabrician and Aemilian bridges I experienced a twinge, as if I feared I was being followed again. I saw no one. All the same, I wished I had identified whoever tailed me yesterday.

At the meat market, most stalls were closing but to me the smells seemed more disgusting than usual. It was a bright day, with sunshine, yet the April air was cold, so that was unexpected. I turned in past the corn-dole station, where the public in the final queues for handouts also seemed to possess extra vivid body odours. An urban myth said these people were not hungry paupers, but the rich who never missed a trick. I did detect the sultry perfumes of frankincense and corrupt practices. Passing them, I could hear that while they waited in line groups were hotly engaged in arguments about the Robigalia races and the Lepo killing.

I headed to the near end of the Circus. Since I was passing so close, I wanted to have a look. With no festival activity that day, I was allowed to walk in through the central arch, where the president of any games would occupy his ornamented booth high over what people called the carcares, or prison cells, where chariots were held ready in the starting gates. Up in the president’s lofty box a trumpet would sound as a signal, while he would let fall a fluttering white cloth so the next race could begin. I wondered whether any clever wife ever sewed a little weight to a napkin corner to ensure a good drop?

There were twelve carceres, as there always had been. Originally that would have accommodated three chariots from each of the traditional four factions. Domitian adding his extra two colours must have caused a headache, though the stalls were wide – judging by eye, at least twenty feet. Although the Emperor had been carrying out repair work and improvements to the stadium after an enormous fire, no alterations had been made to the stalls – or not yet. Somehow nowadays the organisers would have to squash in eighteen vehicles for each race. I would have liked to ask how they did it, and what about the false start at the Robigalia, but the few staff who were on duty preferred to pretend problems never happened. Human or mechanical, if there had been a foul-up, nobody would talk about it. They fell back on claiming they were busy, so for me that clinched it. An error had occurred.

I saw no reason for anyone to hide the truth, though I had to give up. These were slaves. As a woman trying to invade their masculine space, I stood no chance of using pressure, coinage or charm to extract information. My own helplessness made me consider Vibia Nunnia’s rare ambition, her dreams of competing officially among the pack. I thought she was mad to want to do anything so dangerous, but if that was her choice, I admired her tenacity.

The gates that held the horses in check were made from patterned metalwork. Woodwork would have been destroyed by high-spirited horses kicking their hoofs and barging forward, as they tried to break out and start running. Each stall had double swing gates. On the outside they were held in place by twisted ropes, under high tension; each set of ropes was fixed in position by a heavy drop bolt. To start a race the official in charge used a single long rope above the stalls to release all the bolts at the same instant. The ropes flew off and the horses crashed out through the released gates.

Stone herms acted as dividers between the stalls. I peered through one of the heavy sidewalls; it was obvious horses and drivers would be well aware of next-door rivals, literally champing at the bit. The interiors were dark. Floors had been swept since the festival, but manure was not the only smell: the tart aura of elevated hope and terror lingered. Even with silent compartments standing empty, I could sense how heightened pre-race tension must be. I could taste the stress.

I turned and pushed through an untethered gate. Blinking at the daylight, for a moment I gazed down the length of the Circus. Ahead stretched specially graded sand where lanes would be marked from these gates to the near end of the spina. The gates were arranged in an arc so the initial sprint onto the track was equidistant for all, then a line would mark the actual beginning of the race as the chariots came level. The great spina that ran centrally, with its burden of obelisks and small temples, looked foreshortened from my position; even so, it was altogether more substantial than it seemed normally from the stands. The turning point at this end, the first meta, was higher and bulkier than I expected; its three gilded marker columns were stubbier, its top roundels chunkier. Their lower masonry semicircle would be a fearsome obstacle if your chariot struck it as you performed too tight a turn – as opponents would be trying to manoeuvre you to do.

Well, if you crashed against the spina or a meta you would die, your horses too, almost certainly.

How many people had perished here, I wondered, in all those centuries since Romulus first used the valley for tribal competition? How many young men, men of talent and courage, had given up their lives to honour the gods, supposedly, but really in pursuit of fame, wealth and all the joys their wealth and fame could bring? On days when the tracks were churned and littered with spars and wrenched-off wheels, human bodies tossed from fragile baskets, horses’ legs hideously tangled in wreckage, wasn’t that enough? Why, why in the name of all the Olympian deities, had it proved necessary for one poor boy to have his thread cut too soon, not even in a race? Was it not sufficient for Lepo to have risked his all, and to have been prepared to do it again and again as long as he could here in this famous, infamous, deadly place? For what dire reason could he have been killed under the stands and in the way he had been?
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I went home. I considered visiting my parents, but from the carceres I would have had to batter a route through the lively Trigeminal colonnades. It was less strenuous to climb the Aventine via the Clivus Publicius. That quiet road towards my own house started just across the highway from the head of the Circus. I veered off to the right at the dogleg, below the great convocation of temples: Ceres, Luna and Flora, ancient plebeian sanctuaries with views across to the snootier shrines on the Capitol. Where I turned, a man and a youth were furiously debating why Agathon might have killed Lepo. I wanted to call out that he hadn’t done it, but they would not have listened. I could have grumbled to myself, Of course they wouldn’t, they were men, but I had met the occasional male person who was sensible. Even when I felt tired and depressed, I was fair about that.

I limped into Little Laurel Street, then around a corner to the back of our house. I am not sure what made me enter that way, unless I wanted to avoid being irritated again by the graffiti Rodan had allowed to disfigure our porch.

There was a discreet wooden door through which we took in household deliveries; I found it unlocked. Fornix must have forgotten that he and I had agreed it should be kept secure. We had a metal bell hung with a rope through a snicket so tradespeople could attract attention from Gratus or Fornix. I nearly jangled the bell, but once I realised the door could be opened, I went indoors quietly.

A shadowy passage led down past the stores to the kitchen. There were cubicles where slaves could have slept. Our only one was Dromo, who liked to take his sleeping mat onto the courtyard balcony, surveying the whole house as his kingdom. We never forbade him to do this. It meant Tiberius could summon him easily, without the horrible alternative that Dromo would sleep right outside our bedroom door. He snored. If we snored, we didn’t want him commenting.

I was walking down the passageway, my feet quiet on the stone floor. Ahead of me, the house sounded unusually silent. Behind me, someone stepped out of a store cupboard, with a tread I didn’t recognise. For an instant I was puzzled, then furious. I had never seen the man before. He was a grubby louse in a sludge-coloured tunic, carrying a container: hardly a vessel for serving ambrosia to the gods, but some nasty-looking jug.

Seeing me, he pulled up and yelled, ‘Where’s the man?’

‘What man?’ In two heartbeats I was a street child in Londinium again. ‘Manlius Faustus? Fornix? Gratus? Paris? One of our workmen? Surely not Dromo?’

He rasped again, ‘Where is he?’

I twigged. He was an idiot, but one with purpose. ‘If you mean Rodan, he’s not here! Leave my property right now, and don’t come back. If you do see Rodan, tell him to return to his post.’

The intruder let out a crude curse. He did leave, but before he went off, he spat. He aimed not quite directly at me, but close enough.

I walked down after him to lock the door.

Hello! The key we kept hung on a nail refused to work. The lock had been broken. There were bolts. I shot them home savagely.

 

In the courtyard I found people. I burst in among them, causing surprise. ‘Some damned intruder got in at the back. He broke the lock – and he spat at me!’

Fornix had our silverware laid on a table, where he was supervising Dromo in polishing it. The way Dromo worked, it would be a long process. The table had been set near the dog kennel, so Barley was sitting there watching them. On our central bench, Tiberius was forcing himself to set aside the scroll he had been reading in order to converse with a different intruder, who had apparently come to see me. My husband decamped sharply, with a mutter about checking the back door.

‘Locks. His favourite job,’ I told the new person, amiably enough in my opinion. As a rule, I see no reason to be polite to strangers so I was brisk. ‘If you’re a travelling cushion-salesman you need to see my steward, Gratus.’ At that point I could see Gratus on the upper balcony, but when he heard this, he disappeared from view, like a leaf down a drain.

It was true to say, the visitor carried no obvious samples of upholstery. I knew if he had been offering food ingredients, or even door-to-door loads of donkey fodder, Fornix would have dealt with him. He wore a chestnut tunic with too much nap on too much cloth for him to be another crony of Rodan’s. This quality garment was folded over the plump belly of a short, shifty tyke like an out-of-work public auditor. I noticed that in contrast to the tunic, his boots looked as if he had had them for twenty years – even the mud on them was historic. He had not been shaved for three days, but that could have been a fashion statement. Overall, he possessed a bumptious self-confidence. Convinced he was an admirable personality, he failed to notice how I did not take to him. (In my head I caught my mother chiding: Albia, darling, you really must try to like more people!)

His name was Paternus. His voice dropped and his diction acquired a tremolo as he confided that he worked as a trusted agent, handling arena affairs for a very famous man, a vir clarissimus, one Ierenus, whose name we ought not to mention. A senator. Senators were supposed to be morally upright people and absolutely had to be stupendously wealthy. ‘Since men of their enviable rank are prohibited from holding banking positions or engaging in international trade, a clarissimus will tend to use agents as his public face.’

Less of a snob than him, I replied drily, ‘They are prohibited from having a criminal record too ‒ though in my experience that never stops them.’

Paternus assumed a look of pained surprise. ‘You are very outspoken! I had information, Flavia Albia, that you possess senatorial connections.’

‘Oh? Where does this slander come from?’

‘A person who acts as an informer at the Saepta Julia.’

‘You don’t want to trust those people. The delatores at the Saepta are all rogues,’ I declared pityingly. ‘All they ever do is lean on pillars looking surreptitious or pick through neighbourhood rubbish heaps pretending to investigate discarded scrolls. Which one is yours?’

‘Trophimus.’

‘Juno, you could never have found worse!’ I was having fun by now. ‘Baldy? Squinty eyes and porridge down his front? He’s too blind to actually read any scrolls when he goes litter-picking. Look, if you ever need proper information, there is a neat, honest fellow called Naevius at the Basilica Aemilia . . .’ I owed Naevius a favour. Mind you, he might not see Paternus in that light. ‘However, by sheer chance, that hairless worm Trophimus happens to have got it right. I do have links to the Senate. My late grandfather,’ I elaborated, not mentioning that it was by adoption. Nor did I name him: Decimus Camillus Verus, a lovely man, always very kind to me, who was much missed. ‘Two uncles are active members of the Curia. What of it? Is this important?’

He raised his eyebrows. ‘I expect you to appreciate the situation. Making money from charioteering is frowned upon. Investors of high social status must avoid losing any reputation through such infamy!’


‘Quite!’ I was bored. ‘Scrub the infamy, what’s your problem?’

I nearly burst out laughing when he told me: he believed I might be able to put him in touch with a fellow agent. He was looking for Syntrophia.‘She is said to be a very elusive woman,’ I suggested.

Paternus glanced around as if our courtyard might be harbouring spies. Barley huffed at him. Dromo, moving a hand very slowly over a silver comport, stared like a moron. The agent leaned towards me; he must have lathered his breakfast roll with so much garlic spread I felt queasy. ‘She was seen. She was seen, visiting the faction head Pedanius, at his home.’

‘Can you be sure?’

‘Impeccable sources. And then,’ revealed Paternus with horror, ‘she talked to Pedanius, in private.’

‘Surely she was paying respects after the death of his young son Lepo? Sympathising with his grief?’

‘Not only him – she conferred with his mother! It’s despicable! An unforgivable tactic.’

‘Latching onto a vulnerable old lady for commercial reasons? I agree.’

‘Syntrophia,’ I was informed solemnly, ‘acts for an extremely wealthy woman, hard as nails, who has popped up out of nowhere, intending to become the main sponsor to the Purples.’

I must have looked doubtful. To prove his point, Paternus astonished me with details of Syntrophia’s nail-hard principal. Anina Perpetua was, I learned, the ninety-six-year-old widow of a three times consul who was a close friend of the Emperor Vespasian, whose life he once saved in Judaea. In her own right she was the legatee of several strikingly rich men, some of them prior husbands. She had followed charioteers since she was five years old, attending the Games more recently with her lover, a disgraced tax adviser from Bruttium. She had been stricken with a mysterious but fatal disease, her doctor had hinted at it; he had given her a mere six weeks to live so she was looking to bestow largesse on a faction of her choice before the Fates took her. Oh, and she had four children but had fallen out with all of them.

Paternus had it on the very best authority that negotiations between the Purples and Syntrophia, on behalf of Anina Perpetua (when she could spare time from her financial adviser-cum-gigolo), were at an advanced stage, likely to be concluded in the next two days. Anina Perpetua was known to be arriving from Brundisium to seal the deal. The gigolo’s location was unknown.

‘Well, that’s exciting news,’ I cried. ‘Presumably the terrible death in the faction chief’s family has caused an unwelcome delay in exchanging signatures?’

‘I believe so.’

‘Which is good news for you? I gather,’ I was guessing hysterically, ‘you are desperate to find Syntrophia before she clinches her lady’s mammoth gift to Pedanius. So you had previously been in similar discussions on behalf of Ierenus, whose name we should only mutter surreptitiously. You badly need to head off Syntrophia, persuade her to withdraw so you can conclude your own sponsorship package?’

‘An investment will be lucrative for me,’ Paternus agreed shamelessly.

‘Big fees?’

‘You have no idea how much money there is in this, Flavia Albia.’

‘A lot more than even King Midas kept as petty cash?’ Gold must be swilling around the racing world in astronomical heaps.

‘Well!’ Paternus felt I understood his predicament so well, he could now be frank. Nothing was going to surprise me I had thought – wrongly. ‘I can be very persuasive. My vir clarissimus is devoted to the Purples – well, he is now – and has authorised me to use any suitable methods to procure a good situation.’

‘Suitable methods such as?’


‘Whatever is necessary.’ He tapped his nose.

He was very cold. On behalf of Syntrophia, I was shocked. ‘Surely not violence?’ I pleaded.

‘The agent will have to be removed. Her principal must withdraw. We want that deal. If she proves unresponsive, I may use hard tactics.’

‘Against Anina Perpetua? A frail old lady of ninety-six, who you say is dying anyway?’

‘No place for charity,’ Paternus declared. ‘My man is an absolute fanatic. He lives for following the Purples. He is almost too devoted, so I fear he may throw himself onto Lepo’s pyre like that maniac who followed the Reds.’

‘Your man is only wanting to be a backer?’

‘I hope so. I don’t want him making stupid gestures at the funeral and leaving me with no way to earn my bread. So, I need information please. The fellow Trophimus at the Saepta said you can tell me where the agent hangs out.’

‘Why does he think that?’

‘Some auctioneer. Anina Perpetua buys items from him.’

‘Would that be Didius Falco? He’s a complete poser!’

‘I spoke to him, yes. He seemed on the level. I am a good judge of character. He said he hasn’t dealt with the party for over a year, but you might have done so.’

‘He was having you on. Look, this is all a sham, Paternus.’ I decided to come clean, hoping to get rid of him. I came out and admitted that neither Syntrophia nor Anina Perpetua were real people. ‘Trust me. Neither of them exists.’

‘Oh, no, you are wrong, Flavia Albia. I can assure you that is nonsense.’

Trying to set him straight was no use. Paternus retorted that being elusive was how they got away with it. As he solemnly assured me, he was not fooled by such chicanery.

‘Are you going to help me or not?’ If ‒ contrary to the promises of Trophimus at the Saepta ‒ my father was a dead end, while I too failed to provide the necessary steer, then the clarissimus’s agent would find Syntrophia by himself. He was intent, talented and tenacious. That was why Ierenus trusted him: he had proved his worth on many occasions. Nobody Paternus elected to find would escape from him. Then he’d scuttle them.

I wished him luck. You have to be pleasant.

My husband came in with a locksmith so I shooed out Paternus, saying I had to attend to domestic problems.
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I knew this locksmith so gave him a sympathetic smile as he passed through to the back door. Tiberius held set theories about locks. I stayed out of it.

My own attention was in fact claimed by the early return of my runabout from the Zephyr.

‘Paris! That was quick!’

‘It was pointless.’

‘Then I’m glad I let you go there for me.’

‘The place was closed. They’re open only in the evening. Calls itself “a friendly family venue” but it was a total dump.’ Paris showed his disgust. ‘There was a weird little pot-washer arranging beakers. I managed to get him to describe the owner. She’s fat as a toad, with half-blind puffy eyes and legs so big she can’t bend them.’

‘Water retention.’ I recognised the lower-limb symptoms. The aunties’ curse: half of them have it and they all love to tell people about their struggles. This woman probably bought medication from an apothecary she swore by, though he had put her on some new yellow pills that were more expensive and did not work so well . . .

‘Don’t ask me what’s wrong with her, Albia – apart from running a dump. That could make her depressed. It did me. Anyway, she wasn’t there. I suggested the washer-upper should give me a free drink for my wasted journey, but no joy. I had a tot of house-wine at the Spotty Goat instead. I hope that’s all right?’

Paris was over thirty now; his old master had given him freedom from slavery. Since coming to us, he had cultivated what I chose to call a spark of ambition. I try to be optimistic.

‘I’ve warned you off the Spotty Goat enough times, Paris. You’ll come home with mites and a nasal discharge.’

‘Albia! Wherever did you learn goat husbandry?’

‘I’ve had a life you can’t imagine . . . Great gods, who now?’

More intruders. Dromo must have let them in. He ambled from the atrium, followed by two unwelcome figures: a shabby lag in a brown cloak and a more familiar deadbeat in a faded red tunic who was belching familiarly. Both looked around as if wondering what they could steal. Dromo simply left them to it.

Paris said he was going to his room for a lie-down. My petty cash must have paid for more than one drink at the Spotty Goat.

Leading the new visitors was Titus Morellus, the Fourth Cohort vigiles enquirer. He treated us as personal friends. We treated him with caution. His companion, surprisingly, was Brosius, that counterpart from the Sixth I had met by the Circus Max when he was pretending to investigate Lepo’s murder. I was so puzzled by his presence on the Aventine, that our local unit’s unkempt operative managed to launch himself onto me before I could dodge.

‘Flavia Albia, you lovely woman!’ Morellus had crushed me in a musty hug. ‘Away from us so long I nearly forgot your gorgeous face and luscious person.’

‘My person has just been insulted by an intruder who spat at me in my own home. Can you have heard about it so quickly, and raced to write down my invasion report?’

‘No, but I will if you really want to be a nuisance. Who was he?’

‘Some slug in a sludge-coloured tunic.’

‘Here she goes! Define “sludge-coloured” for a simple fireman, will you?’

‘Not as shiny as mercury. Dirty dull.’

‘Try asking for that shade at a fullery. And “slug”? Does he have hair, height and eye colour?’

‘Oh, forget it. No distinguishing features.’

Morellus gave a stagy groan. ‘What is wrong with criminals nowadays? Why can’t they organise some character for themselves? Spitting sounds like Costus. He’s a slimeball with no manners. Well, I’m sorry. I hope he missed you or he’ll give you the runs. I’ll punch his head if I catch him . . . So! Have you come back from your leisure trip properly pregnant, Flavia?’ Seeing my expression, he backed off a little. ‘Don’t blame me for the inquisition. Pullia told me to ask.’

‘Titus Morellus, your dear wife knows I am trying to avoid the mistakes she keeps making with you!’

Tiberius, who had re-entered the courtyard, overheard this. He made Morellus a gesture: Don’t ask me. It’s whatever she says.

I heard the locksmith ask him, ‘Who are they?’

‘Come about the drains,’ Tiberius joked.

Morellus made a pugilistic gesture. ‘At least he’s smiling,’ he commented. Tiberius did produce a smile, though he shook his head at the enquirer’s impertinence. It made no difference. ‘Surely not waiting until you know the girl better, Aedile?’

‘Faustus doesn’t kiss and tell,’ I growled. ‘The truth is, he’s seen your brood and taken fright.’ Morellus had fathered several children, nicer ones than he deserved, although Pullia had confided in me that the present number was enough. Her husband worked long shifts (he maintained), leaving her in charge so she was frequently exhausted (she complained). As a profession, being in the vigiles carried risks too. Meagre provisions were made for widows and orphans after accidents at fires or fatal brawls with uncooperative criminals.

We knew Morellus well enough for Tiberius to justify our position on the pregnancy issue: ‘We want to be better established,’ he said. ‘We both work in uncertain professions.’

‘Indeed you do, and I’ve just heard from this charming young man’ – a wave at Brosius, who looked puzzled by praise ‒ ‘the fabulous Flavia is all set to prove that Agathon did for that other boy!’ Brosius must have told him this nonsense.

‘Alternative proposition!’ I responded tetchily. ‘I shall prove Agathon innocent.’ I did not trouble their brains by adding that if Agathon was actually guilty I would prove that instead. ‘Maybe you two knowledgeable experts can tell me why the rumour he’s the perpetrator is so widespread?’


‘Deadly rivals,’ declared Morellus, brooking no argument. ‘Hated each other. Fought it out in every sphere. Don’t waste your time on any other theory. I know you love a barmy idea, but trust me, Flavia, this is too bloody obvious.’

‘I want the truth,’ I maintained. ‘Is that such sweet innocence?’

‘Depends which truth you fasten on to.’

‘The real truth, ninny.’

‘Oh, that one!’ sighed Morellus. He turned philosophical, a ghastly experience. ‘Truth? I’d like to take a look at it, if you ever find some – on this case or any other stinking incident.’ I chose to assume he was not blaming my failings in particular, just railing against life’s general misery.

Brosius had been standing back, listening to our banter. Tiberius crossed to shake his hand. ‘We haven’t met. Manlius Faustus.’

Brosius started to introduce himself. Before he could explain his presence, Morellus chose to jump in and do it for him. ‘He’s got a juicy case for you, Aedile. He paid the Fourth a courtesy call, so after I told him how well run and tidy we are, I volunteered to show him where you lived. There must be more than one dodgy building contractor up here on the heights, no doubt all with wives they can’t keep penned up in the house! But call yourself a builder? I’m surprised at what we saw as we came in. Haven’t you got a girl with a bucket and sponge? Don’t you know,’ he queried, ‘some antisocial layabouts have been scrawling cartoons on your porch?’

Coolly, we confirmed that we did know. We outlined the position with Rodan. Morellus said he would have looked out for him, only the cohort already had enough to do. ‘I’d help, but my hands are tied, darling Flavia. I’m looking for several bathhouse thieves hauling away tunics, plus the dirty old man who squiggles a hole through the wall to excite himself with naked women. Mind you, he’s made himself easy to spot. At Prisca’s the girls crept up to his spyhole and poked a big stick in his eye. People could hear him screaming all the way to the Raudusculana Gate.’

I winced. ‘Did Prisca tell you who it was?’

‘Moccius.’ Morellus had an evil grin. ‘He’s an idiot. He stupidly went to the main station-house to lay a complaint. He wants legal compensation for bodily harm and loss of sight.’

‘Juno! You surely won’t charge Prisca?’ I flared up with indignation. Hers was the bathhouse I used.

‘I wouldn’t dare!’ Morellus admitted. Prisca was a doughty woman. ‘Not required, I’m delighted to say. Our tribune gets short-tempered with perverts. He flung Moccius into a cell and he’ll stay there until Sergius whips a confession out of him. Which you know, given the skills of Sergius, will not be a lengthy process.’ Sergius had been the Fourth’s man with a whip for decades. It was popularly said he could extract an admission of running a brothel from a Vestal Virgin, then be her first customer.

Tiberius, a man with manners, had turned back to Brosius. ‘I am so sorry. We have been away, lot to catch up on. Things are hectic today . . . There was something you wanted to speak about?’

He could go no further because now his clerk-of-works strode in from the builders’ yard with a labourer, interrupting to ask about the gutter we needed to have mended. The leak was pointed out, then there was activity with a ladder, followed by banging, after which a conversation about cracked pantiles continued while Tiberius made another attempt to speak to Brosius, during which a bucket had to be found, entailing a fuss because the one they really wanted was mysteriously unavailable. Its replacement was filled at our fountain so water could be swooshed along the gutter to test it, while Dromo wandered up to watch and Barley barked. Morellus went over to offer suggestions, based on his years of expertise with fire buckets.

‘What was it you wanted?’ Tiberius repeated over the hammering. ‘A case?’

‘Mugging victim . . .’ Brosius was in no rush, luckily. Investigation could be slow, because the victim was no longer able to complain. At least, not in person although there was plenty of aggro from others on his behalf. The Sixth had been stitched up with the problem, though it ought to be handled by the Seventh. The Gold faction – ‘Yours, I believe, sir?’ – had reported the crime and were hopping mad. The incident had happened on the Plain of Mars – which was definitely in the Seventh’s jurisdiction, they had better not deny it. Brosius could not understand why his tribune had accepted the case. Apparently, the Seventh’s leading man was on indefinite leave for what he was calling a special assignment, and they were short-handed. Wasn’t everyone? So why should he, Brosius, be expected to cover an incident that had occurred outside his area where (he suddenly thought of a genuine excuse) he had no knowledge either of the ground or the local wildlife who were perpetrating crimes?

‘What occurred?’ asked Tiberius, patiently. People sometimes regarded my husband as a plodder. I preferred to commend his determination.

Brosius carried on grousing: the Golds had called in a doctor, who normally worked at the Circus, on a retainer for wounded drivers, but he attended the victim at the faction house. That was in the Seventh’s beat . . .

‘What was the patient suffering from?’ I tried to help. I could see my husband’s tolerance fading.

‘Broken arm.’ At last, a specific! ‘Two broken arms.’ Even better. ‘He got himself badly beaten in a group attack. He said, men from the Purples. I am willing to accept that. They never mentioned their affiliation, but it’s so obvious they didn’t need to. The right message has been carried to the Golds.’

‘Not literally,’ Morellus intervened drolly. ‘The victim couldn’t carry a message ‒ he had two broken arms!’

‘True!’ Both vigiles thought this hilarious.

‘What is your unwelcome task then, Brosius?’ I persisted.

‘Stop looking so po-faced, Flavia!’ Morellus chided.

‘Don’t call me Flavia! Brosius?’

‘I have to define the assault as retaliation for Lepo, which I agree, I am covering. Roll the two incidents together and solve them both.’

‘At least you’ll have a witness.’ I tried to pacify him. ‘I assume you have spoken to the victim?’

Unfortunately, no. Brosius explained that while the doctor summoned by the Golds was attempting to set the broken bones, he gave his patient a strong pain-killer to stop him yelling. With so much stress and poppy juice, his heart gave out. The man had died. Brosius had been told by his tribune to call it murder.
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Brosius continued to emote. ‘So now I have two fatalities, with no chance of solving either!’

‘Calm down, friend.’ Even the expert complainer Morellus thought this was getting too much.

‘I sympathise with your workload, but don’t quite see why you want my involvement in a mugging?’ Tiberius offered, his polite manner now slightly strained.

‘He was one of the Golds!’

‘Yes, I support the Golds, but—’

‘But nothing, Aedile! You’ve got a wife who can surely cop for both incidents.’

‘My wife,’ replied my loyal husband, with a chillier tone, ‘Flavia Albia, is standing right there. Why don’t you ask her directly whether she wants to do this?’

Brosius did not bother to ask, although he allowed himself to skew his body around, the better to face me. His jaw had set aggressively. I could see Morellus sniggering.

I heaved a sigh. ‘I’ll send your tribune my terms. Retainer in advance, no discounts. What is the new victim’s name?’ I was already picking up my pile of note-tablets, which happened to be sitting on a wine-table beside our dolphin bench.

‘Escingus.’

This was unusual enough for me to remember hearing it. I began running a finger down the list of my interviews at the Golds’ faction house. ‘Here he is. “Escingus: general yard duties and tacking up.” Unusual name. He hailed from the Cottian Alps.’

‘God help us!’ opined Morellus.

‘I think he had a missing ear. I spoke to him yesterday while checking staff whereabouts when Lepo was murdered.

‘Alibis,’ Morellus filled in unnecessarily.

‘You are checking them all?’ Brosius was astounded.

‘I expect you call yourself a broad-brush man!’ I knew he would, and what that meant. ‘I like to be thorough. Of course for most of the Golds the answer was that they had attended their faction’s victory party.’

Brosius nodded, saying wisely, ‘That goes for all the colours. They all had winners, except the Reds it goes without saying, but even the Reds held a tear-stained gathering to drown their sorrows. That means the Campus Martius would have been hosting six big dos, not to mention any private celebrations in the bars or the elite apartments. One huge spread of merriment and debauchery throughout the Tiber bulge. Of course some people moved around from party to party. I hope you are taking that into account, Flavia?’

‘Call me Albia, please.’ In fact, the comings and goings in my own house this afternoon had illustrated how easily anyone could move around unnoticed. I hoped my questioning of the Golds had not been wasted. At least my checks might have made personnel think about their locations, and what they saw their neighbours doing. ‘I see from my notes Escingus stayed with the Golds all night, then slept with a horse in a stall. I can’t pretend the horse confirmed that . . . At least any grudge the Purples are harbouring cannot have been aimed at him personally. He did not murder Lepo. It would have been impossible.’

‘That’s if he told you the truth!’ exclaimed Morellus, thrilled by the notion I might have been lied to. ‘Mind you, Brosius, people do tend to warm to our Flavia. They open up to her. She has her strange methods.’

I growled, ‘I use common sense mainly. The vigiles might try it.’

‘Cheeky! So why rule him out?’

‘Try this: Escingus not only had an ear gone, he was a small, wizened fellow in his sixties, quite incapable of dealing a death blow to a fit young man.’

‘Correct!’ applauded Brosius, now taking my side against his insufferable colleague. ‘I had a look at him dead,’ he explained, lowering his voice to sound solemn. ‘Pathetic little tyke . . . Would you, Flavia, be interested in an official viewing?’

I was not that thorough: Escingus had been unappealing even when alive. ‘If you checked the corpse, I am satisfied, Brosius. What do you know about the mugging? Anyone see it?’ No. ‘Anything useful from the doctor?’ No. ‘Victim say anything before he died, except that the Purples did it?’ No. ‘Where did it happen?’

‘Close to the Pons Aemilius.’

‘Oho! Not too far into the Seventh’s jurisdiction, then,’ I teased. ‘Couldn’t he seek medical help on Tiber Island?’

‘Was jumped further around the bend.’

‘Still, he managed to stagger to his faction house . . . Good thing it was his arms, not his legs they had broken.’

‘Arms are easier to snap,’ Morellus opined, as if he knew. I thought it probable he did. The vigiles are unsentimental men, many with a hard past. ‘Besides, Flavia, the perps will have wanted this old tack-boy to get himself home with news that it was a punishment beating. More to come implied. Next thing, the Golds will be submitting a claim for the Escingus beating, then the Purples will retaliate with how much cash they want from the Golds in settlement for Lepo.’

‘Is it murder, if the doctor’s treatment killed him?’ pondered Brosius.

‘No,’ replied Tiberius, in the tones he had used as a magistrate. ‘Legal definition: no doctor ever kills anybody. “Do no harm” is their sacred motto, remember.’

Brosius informed me that my husband was a bit of a cynic. I pretended to be surprised.

Satisfied that solving the new death was now dumped on me, the vigiles departed. As they went, Morellus shouted cheerily, ‘Get that woman up the duff, Aedile! Then everyone can stop wondering about it!’
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Our courtyard abruptly cleared. Tiberius and I exchanged rueful glances, which led into a short, silent hug. His body was strong, warm and solid, a stabilising presence. I could feel him soaking up comfort from me. Sometimes we felt life consisted of us two against the world.

I picked up the note-tablets I had filled that day, which I took indoors to the little room I used for interviews. This was a peaceful haven, especially after uppity exchanges with an audience. Here I had quiet, elegant frescos in soft aqua shades with a lot of calm white. My furnishings were comfortable: the woolly rugs striped, the cushions not overly stuffed or tasselled.

Tiberius followed me after a time, also seeking sanctuary. Other people were theoretically banned, but he would be no bother. He sank onto a couch with his eyes closed. ‘The porch is clean. I did it myself.’ There were not many streets in Rome where you could see an ex-aedile outside, sponging off graffiti. ‘Gladiators,’ he murmured thoughtfully. ‘Rodan was a fighter once, wasn’t he? I wonder whether he drew them.’

‘Makes sense.’ I dragged my mind from what I had been reading. ‘Could it be a message: “Look for the house with the retiarius and murmillo, then go round to the back with your jug”? A special knock, then Rodan would flog our stuff? I should have captured the creature in the sludge-coloured tunic to ask him.’

‘Define sludge-coloured, Flavia!’ With this shaft, and a grin, my husband subsided. On his back on the couch, he interlaced his fingers on his stomach, to indicate that he was resting. As husbands go, mine was very little trouble. I could never have lived with a bouncy one.

I returned to my reading. I had found other notes waiting in the room: the ones made at my request by the Camillus scribe about Agathon and Lepo. My nephew Gaius had summarised for me, when I was at my uncle’s house. Now I fought to read in full the contributions written by the secretary Euthales in his ultra-formal writing hand.

Agathon had said that he and Lepo had known each other all their lives (approx. 13 years, the scribe speculated in the margin). Fourteen, I thought. Lepo was a year younger than Agathon. Their mothers, who had died early in their lives, had been distant relatives. Agathon and his elder sister had also lost their father so those two were full orphans.

At one point when the boys were growing up, they were very close friends because their fathers worked in the same faction (the Blues, inserted the scribe as an afterthought, this time arrowed up between his tidy lines of script). I glimpsed that he had done his best to entice Agathon into providing a proper report.

Around the age of twelve, both boys had begun driving professionally in the biga teams of the factions that trained them: Lepo under his father Pedanius in the Purples, Agathon in the Golds encouraged by his brother-in-law (now deceased; drove for Reds). Agathon, being slightly older, started training and racing first. Both were talented naturals. Both won prizes. Agathon had listed more wins for himself than for Lepo, whose statistics he could not so clearly remember. What he did know, unsurprisingly, was how many times they had been in races together, driving in an intense rivalry: thirty-two. Of these, Lepo won twelve, Agathon ten. On most of the times when one of them won, the other came second, although there were races when something happened to prevent this. Chariot or horse problems featured most often. Agathon had been able to detail these, as in ‘His outer trace horse fouled by the Whites’, ‘My biga blocked by joint effort from the Greens’, or even ‘Barged by a Red, fell out, cut himself free, hauled onto the spina’. Other notes said things like ‘Lepo out of action for six months after wheel prang’ or even ‘I had a really bad cold.’

Comments on social life were requested, Euthales noted sourly. Subject is very reluctant to provide facts. Not my place to overrule him but see plenty of stories in the Daily Gazette scandal pages. (NB Quintus Camillus has me take copies for him.)

‘What an excellent secretary my uncle and aunt own,’ I said to Tiberius. ‘Where can we obtain one like him? Would he, if I tried to poach him, like to come and work for us?’

Tiberius roused himself to say, ‘No funds!’

The Daily Gazette was a bulletin posted in the Forum on a board, primarily to give accounts of official decrees and serve as an economic indicator. Copies were carried away by courier to entertain people in the provinces and bored soldiers in the legions. Its motto was ‘Publicise and propagate’, for which worthy purpose it included much more incident than the dry-as-dust Annals that were preserved in a temple. I had never in my career had to consult the Annals.

I went over to the door and summoned Paris. I sent him to ask whether Euthales could be spared to explain some of his notes to me. ‘Ask him to borrow the Daily Gazette stories he has mentioned.’ If not, there were library copies kept for the purpose of serious research. However, I knew the sections I wanted would be the first to be damaged by gossip-hungry readers. I expect you have noticed that the last section of any cookery book is the one about sweetmeats, which is always missing. Likewise, the final paragraphs of any Greek novel that has been gripping you. And, of course, the Gazette scandal column. ‘Paris, tell Euthales I don’t mean magistrates’ edicts, please. I want the hot stuff.’

The Gazette always included details of festivals, which for Romans meant sports timetables and results, though occasionally plays or concerts crept in if they featured a well-known actor or musician, especially one named in a society divorce. After detailing the movements of the imperial family, it gave supposedly useful collections of weather reports and crops harvested, with notes on significant basilica trials. Private persons took out advertisements about their births, marriages and deaths, especially when they wanted to show off a good collar in the marriage market. Most beloved by readers were astrology, miracles and spectacles. It was a joke that the astrology was fixed, the miracles a repeat from last year and the spectacles completely dud.

Finally, for as long as anyone could remember, there had been a journalist called Infamia ‒ in reality a team of hacks with the fastest shorthand in the world, who hovered around baths, temple forecourts, markets, mausoleums and dinner parties, not to mention the imperial palace on the Palatine and Domitian’s hilltop getaway at Alba Longa. I had seen them at the Saepta Julia, by the Horologium, and in the Emporium. They had a man routinely posted at the Circus Maximus, with another now permanently stationed in the Flavian Amphitheatre.


Their page, the best page, carried the gossip. I was looking forward to this, though as with all cheap fiction there was a long lead-in of suspense.
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Paris returned home by himself. He reported that Euthales had said he knew the way so would come by himself after dinner. It did not surprise me that a slave from the relaxed household of Camillus Justinus and Claudia Rufina should take it upon himself to bend my instructions. If I did pinch him from them, he would certainly fit in here. For instance, Paris had allowed Euthales to dictate because, he declared frankly, his own job as my runabout did not involve acting as a tour guide to other people’s slaves.

We were not unique. All over the city, people were having to accept that firm orders became elastic. This was the inevitable result when slaves were treated as part of the family: they immediately behaved like relatives. Many took joy in modelling themselves on relatives their owners hated.

As an informer I was accustomed to being treated casually. When I made appointments I was never sure whether the other party would arrive early, late, in the wrong place or even on a different day. Perhaps the only surprise here was that, once he was ready, Euthales did turn up.

We were still having dinner. After he lifted a cover and inspected the contents of a tureen, so was he.

I let that pass but as soon as I had finished I made him come with me to my interview room. He had the grace to leave behind a food bowl little Lucius had politely given him. I sat in my usual chair; he stood. This formal Roman arrangement seemed respectful, though I did not trust it to be so.

‘Thank you for coming, Euthales. I gather you could find your own way here?’

‘I visit the Temple of Minerva.’ Minerva stood next door to Diana Aventina. Hers was an ancient temple, classically hexastyle and Doric, very near our house. Anyone visiting would have been familiar with Lesser Laurel Street.

‘Interested in wisdom?’ I queried, being cool with Euthales as a punishment for his insouciance in the dining room. ‘I’ve always thought Minerva has her hands more full than most divinities. Law, strategic warfare, trade . . .’

‘Music, poetry, medicine, commerce and crafts,’ he added. ‘I am in her crafts portfolio, I suppose. I sometimes attend the Writers’ Guild.’

I groaned. Once a month we found its members lying in a gutter, usually snoring, sometimes with nasty head wounds. ‘Oh, those boys! Famous for spouting on for ever about unfinished works while they cadge free drinks from the priests . . . You write?’

‘I try.’ It was the usual authorial mock-modesty.

‘Let me guess – satires?’

He ignored my teasing edge and said pompously, ‘I admire the way modern authors like Juvenal and Martial use irony, humour and wild exaggeration to point up the madness and contradictions in life.’

I told him I was fonder of Horace and Perseus; he did not take offence. ‘I’ve just discovered a wry Greek poet called Thalusa . . . Are you any good?’ I made it abrupt to try to shake him out of his complacency.

‘My readers would have to answer that.’

‘You have readers! Published?’

‘I have given recitals at meetings. People seemed to stay awake. A slim scroll by me is available from booksellers.’

‘Oh! Do Justinus and Claudia know?’ In theory a slave needed permission to work outside the home. Any payments for his activity then properly belonged to his owners.

‘If they were listening when I told them.’

I softened and laughed. ‘Probably not, then! Their house is rather noisy. We only have two offspring, not a suite of six. You saw at dinner how quiet our little darlings are.’ I wondered if he could tell I was preparing my ground. Euthales stayed as inscrutable as usual. The boys had just spent a day at my parents’ house so were uncharacteristically worn out. Helena Justina was cursed with the gift of being ‘good with children’. They will have been romping, shouting and wearing out their brains all day. ‘Gaius had his sixth birthday while we were in Campania, so we are starting him at a little school. He will need a pedagogue to take him and help him learn his letters. Does Claudia Rufina have you doing that?’

Euthales grinned. ‘The cohort is home-schooled.’

‘Ah, of course they are. Quintus Camillus is a senator, and his wife owns half of Baetica!’

‘I help the tutor. The young Camilli are extremely bright. As soon as I fetch out the alphabet letters, they get down on the floor together and teach each other.’

‘Easy work!’

‘The rest of my time, Quintus Camillus takes me to the courts, or I write out legal arguments to his dictation . . .’ Euthales stopped. ‘Flavia Albia, I thought I was here to talk about the young driver?’

‘Not interested in a career move? My husband is a lovely man. He could use a secretary.’

‘I do have some loyalty to the people who feed and clothe me. If you are wanting to buy me, you should speak to them.’

‘Loyalty I like!’ I replied lightly. His rebuttal was correct. I would not involve him in my scheme.

‘You will need a deep purse!’ He gave me his grin again as he implied he had been trained very expensively. I would test that before I believed it.

I changed the subject. ‘I have read your notes. Thank you. That was exactly what I wanted. I knew Agathon would not be lured into a confession of murder, but the racing background will be useful. I presume you have guessed I called you here in case you have anything to tell me about the social side? Information you felt you could not include in the commentary? I liked your hint: plenty of stories in the Daily Gazette scandal pages.’

Euthales reached into a pouch he had brought. He had left behind the legal pages, the three-headed calves in Thrace and the harvest notes, but extracted for me some social articles he thought relevant. ‘Of course, Quintus Camillus will look for the scandals first, if he ever gets round to the Gazette, so I will need these back, Flavia Albia.’

‘Quintus is scanning gossip for new legal clients?’

‘He just likes quiet moments in his study. With something light to read.’

‘To stop him snoozing? He won’t chastise you for moonlighting. Aulus Camillus might – well, we know he would – but Quintus is a peach.’

The scribe nodded. ‘Actually, he noticed my interest, so has even paid for literature lessons for me with the rhetorician Quintilian.’

‘I thought Quintilian retired?’

Euthales looked impressed. ‘You keep up! Several authors who went on to be successful have had him as a mentor. Quintus Camillus is generous. He has unusual warmth. I have enjoyed working with him.’ I noticed Euthales said ‘with’ not ‘for’. Sticklers might disapprove but to me that was good.

I could read the extracts on my own and I preferred to do so. I sent the secretary home before darkness set in. He declined our offer of a lantern. As an habitué of the Writers’ Guild, he must have made the downhill trip to the Capena Gate before, possibly when tipsy after a peer-group meeting.

His Daily Gazette pieces provided pleasurable grubbiness.

 

•Seen being entertained in high style by a certain well-known personality who enjoys the company of handsome young men was Lepo, darling of the Circus stands; how will that suit his bitter rival Agathon?
•Who will win the goblet challenge? Lepo has been gifted a silver marvel with Maenads dancing, but Agathon has taken two-handled Mycenaean gold off a praetor. Recently auctioned was a blue-and-white cameo glass cup with cupids driving a biga. Surely one of the racetrack rivals must be next in line to own it.
•That divine girl Avita, star of fashion and filthy rumours, daughter of the inordinately wealthy Marcus Avitus, has been seen at Lake Nemi with Agathon; a month ago Lepo took her to Alba Longa. Avita snapped up her new squeeze when he was to be guest of the Emperor. How will the warring horse-masters regard her divided loyalties?
 

Then came a long set of sporting extracts, unfortunately for me. I needed concentration to absorb this stuff:

 

•The arrival of Alceius from the Purples in January, signed by Golds’ team adviser Coelus, placed the future of the legendary Pacatus in doubt. Alceius has been known to be unhappy that the Purples, his home since the colour was founded by Our Master and God, took so long to grant him a move into driving quadrigae. The Gazette notes that a question mark still hangs over the Golds’ new driver. Alceius, who is the son of three-hundred-times winner Pedanius, crashed out of the season-opening race and also suffered a big tumble in practice at the Trigarium recently. His best finish so far this season was the final race at the Robigalia, where he took second place after Blues’ champion Gallienus was forced to withdraw.
•Pacatus has not had a winning run in his outings this year; he was forced to retire during the Robigalia after a third-lap collision with the Whites’ Maraucius when his outside trace horse fell badly. Now, the Golds have confirmed that Alceius will lead their team for much of the remaining season; they will reassess the situation after October’s Games for the Victories of Sulla. Team coach Maximinus resigned on Tuesday night, ahead of official confirmation of the Pacatus demotion, with Coelus assuming all his responsibilities. Memmius, the Golds’ faction head, provided the Daily Gazette with the following statement: ‘As part of an ongoing assessment of its driver line-up, the Gold faction made the decision to rotate one of its race vehicles. Pacatus remains an integral part of the team. With the field being so closely matched this year, and with our new competitive chariot, whose dynamics the team has drastically improved, we see the need to experiment with our line-up. This year’s season will be an important one, and having a complete and fair assessment of our drivers is the right decision to maximise our ambitions next year. We continue to support Pacatus, but the coming festival races will give us an opportunity to try something different.’
Pacatus said: ‘I am very proud to have achieved my lifelong ambition to be a professional charioteer and I will for ever be grateful to the team for helping me achieve this dream. Obviously, the new situation is a tough one for me because naturally I want to be racing. We have long-term goals to achieve in the Golds, and I will continue to give my full support in any way I can. For now, I will keep my head down, keep training hard, watch with interest the next few festivals and continue to chase my personal goals.’ He added that there was no animosity between him and Alceius.

At the Daily Gazette, we ask: how much more internal rivalry can the Gold faction take? What of the rumour that the Blues are casting lustful eyes at Pacatus, currently rested, who is believed to feel disillusioned by his treatment? Epaphroditus, the Blues’ coach, would only comment, ‘We are not announcing changes. Pacatus is a very reliable driver. He has his troubles at the moment and we send him our sympathies. Any colour would be proud to include him.’ It is thought that the Golds’ faction chief, Memmius, has refused to release Pacatus to another team.

 

Just when I could take no more of such stuff, a recipe for stuffed partridge fell out of the bundle.

Euthales must have put it there. I felt sure it was deliberate. On the back was a gem that I reproduce with his copyright permission. It will be publicly available in his first compendium, his single-scroll set called Thoughtful Jottings.

 

Inter Capituli: Euthales’ tribute 

to M. Valerius Martialis

Who is this emerging from a luxurious apartment near Livia’s market?

Squirming like a pupating moth in the shopping complex,

Apt location for one whose load of jewels would purchase a province,

Well, maybe not Egypt with its sumptuous riches:

Though her past may be equally peculiar to a pharaoh’s.

Cassia Valerina, as highborn as she is low-living,

Often seen among the names everybody knows,

Those men who cannot tell you how many children they have fathered,

Or the women who put up with them (from fear or indifference or for the money).

Risking her reputation (if she had one), she loves the company of risk-takers,

Those who vie with skills and courage on the Circus’s burning sand.

This lad cares nothing for the weight of her golden necklaces,

No lavish gift she flings at him can sway him, he’s immune.

He earns more than a top-class barrister’s annual fees in one race,

Even his horse earns more, incomparable Furiosus. What’s in it for her?

Why is she interested in the sweet young flesh of Lepo or Agathon?

That’s easy.

Her husband is extremely rich, so she loves him dearly;

But he’s eighty-six and his marbles aren’t all he is losing.

O Cassia Valerina, we do know that’s why.







The opening day of the Ludi Floralia

ante diem quartum Kalendas Maias

Tipster Talk: After disappointing results for some at the Robigalia, the big first race at the Floralia shapes up to be a classic. As scratched on the back of a potsherd, the picture has not dramatically changed. Maraucius continues to head the field for the Whites, while the Purples have their strong contender in Cilo. The Blues should make a significant contribution, providing Gallienus can overcome the mental-health issues that have long dogged him. Consistency has been Afranius’s trademark in the Greens’ pack where in the midfield battle, second-car hero Geta still holds a clear edge – but the margins are increasingly close with newly promoted Alceius in the Golds fast gaining experience.

Wise punters will keep a close eye on practice at the Trigarium . . .
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I do like some intellectual reading to settle me down before bed.

After a short but refreshing sleep, the next morning my way forward looked clear. I was going to explore the world of wealthy socialites.

Euthales had provided a starting point for one woman: the Market of Livia. Built by the Emperor Augustus in the name of his wife, the reputable mass of masonry stands on the Esquiline Hill, just inside the Porta Esquilina. This is quite a long way from the Palace for the Empress to slip out quickly to buy some deadly ingredient to delete a relative, but perhaps she sent her poisoner, Lucusta. I was on my own that day. Coming from the Aventine, I would have been flagging in the heat of summer but in April it was a doable distance on foot.

I had never shopped there. As a ‘market’, it handled neither fish nor meat, and not even vegetables; nor were there yard brooms, stolen bowls being sold at a tenth of their value or smelly old clothes. It took the form of a porticus. Inside a fancy gateway, I found a large open square, with tubbed topiary, surrounded by colonnades that housed a variety of shops, mainly elegant. I strolled into a couple to ask whether they knew Cassia Valerina. These were places with hardly any customers, where the shop assistants were smart young women who specialised in sneering, or sometimes older ducks who had once been smart and young, but who now stood about touching up their warts-concealer. You could buy roses from Paestum, out of season. Had I wanted a birdcage made from colourful woven straw, containing a model of two slightly wonky lovebirds, I would have been spoiled for choice. Every shop had a background of worryingly scented perfume. One sold nothing but lamps like flying phalluses, hung with tinkly bells.

In the final booth I tried, they did cautiously want to know why I was enquiring. That at least told me Cassia Valerina must be a customer of theirs, one they were protecting. For once my being a woman helped; a man might have been cold-shouldered, but after a bit of bluff and banter, I was told the direction to take. Then it was just a matter of knocking on apartment doors and pretending I had something to deliver. People were used to that, I found. A slight waggle of my customary satchel implied I was carrying some valuable unguent or choice piece of jewellery. The only risk was that the local muggers would latch on to try snatch-and-grab.

 

I had half expected to be ejected by a stubborn door porter, but Cassia Valerina’s curiosity about the world’s curiosity in her overruled any real desire for privacy. They speedily let me in. Her first question when I was taken into her lush cinnabar-red salon was ‘I hope you are not from the Daily Gazette?’ I could tell she yearned for it.

She was probably fifty but turned out like an immaculate twenty-five-year-old. So much work had been done on this creature she was an exotic beast. She must have an Etruscan bridgework specialist in charge of her teeth, straightening and whitening those that were still attached, then joining up gaps. Red lips gave the dental work a frame; her chosen colour was beetle juice. It was a certainty she never left her bedroom in the morning until white lead, wine-lees rouge and burned-cork lash-filler had been layered on; her face resembled those expressionless masks with invisible eyes that are worn by cavalry riders in military displays. Stylists came in to build her turret of hair; a warehouse of embroiderers converted the cloth of her dress and stole to sheets of glimmering metal. Most women think a bust-band is to hold you in conveniently. Not Cassia Valerina, who was hoisted for display. Exercise had buffed up her body; muscles were a useful aid for carrying her mass of jewellery. She gave her torso and head to the goldsmiths’ guild, her right arm to silver filigrainers, and her left to glass-blowers. Her motto was ‘Less is too little, more is never enough’.

Assigning so much time and energy to her looks ought to have meant I hated her. As we talked, I could not do so. Under the flummery, I discovered a sweet nature that no amount of money had managed to ruin. Never pre-judge based on price tags.

I explained openly who I was and how I had a commission from the Golds.

‘Why you?’

‘It came about partly because I found Lepo dead. I felt a responsibility to try to give him justice.’

‘It sounds very interesting. Your work seems unusual ‒ is it dangerous?’

‘Not often.’

‘What do you have to do?’

‘In this instance, prove Agathon’s innocence.’

‘What if he is guilty?’

‘The Golds won’t thank me for that news! But if he did not do it, I’ll have to show who really did. Either way, I shall report the truth.’

She pondered. It was impossible to tell what she was thinking, since her face was so rigid with cosmetics. ‘I should think that may be a very brave thing to do.’

I gave her a girls-together grimace. ‘I hope not!’

To my mild surprise, she did drop her voice to a whisper: ‘Is it true Agathon is safe? The Golds have hidden him for his protection?’

I wagged my finger. ‘Don’t ask. Then I won’t have to disappoint by saying that I cannot tell you . . . Assume that if he stays where he has been put, he’s safe. Cassia Valerina, I understand you are an acquaintance of both Agathon and poor Lepo. I would very much value your opinion of their relationship.’

‘Such nice boys.’

‘Dare I suggest, too young for you?’

‘Oh, I liked being seen with them. They didn’t object to being seen with me. They were both showmen. It comes with their job.’

‘You are married?’ Her gold wedding ring was a knuckle-buster.

‘Of course. My fellow spends a lot of time at our little place on the Pincian.’ The little place would be a huge mansion. I wondered if she and her husband ever met face to face. I did not ask whether they had offspring. There were no toys or scuffed furniture legs here; you can always tell a house where children never visit, let alone play or put their sticky hands on wall dados. Suddenly I felt a pang of fondness for my own.

‘Does your husband approve of you living constantly in society’s sightlines?’ I asked.

‘What a lovely description! He enjoys my fame. He married me for family status and money, not someone who takes flowers and cakes to temple altars. He wanted a wife who would be well-known among our circle. Our kind of people are a very close-knit group, you know.’

‘Not easy to break into?’

‘Impossible, probably.’ At this point Cassia could not prevent her eyes flicking over me. I received head-to-toe treatment: from home hair care to sturdy walking shoes, via good tunic with only narrow braid, a stole that had once been cherry red but now faded to brownish, one necklace, minimal, and tragically small earrings. Obviously, it was unusual to be merely nicely spoken and neat, though I sensed more shock than disapproval. ‘Do I know you from somewhere, Flavia Albia?’

‘My husband was an aedile last year,’ I replied comfortably. ‘Manlius Faustus. You may have seen me at his side when he organised the Plebeian Games.’

‘Oh, I must have! Please forgive me.’

I passed muster. I did not mention that, during the games, I had been the bad wife reading a novel in a fold of her festival mantle instead of watching the activities.

I needed to make friends. Such as my credentials were, I emphasised them. ‘I do have two uncles in the Senate.’

‘Really! Two? My mother’s sister married a senator, though he never attends. Sheer idleness. Mother’s brother had the misfortune to be put to death under Nero for plotting. We are supposed never to talk about him. Of course that means his name comes up all the time . . . So, Flavia Albia, you are a person with all the right connections.’

‘Not exactly.’ We, too, had plots to hide, but with Domitian in power we kept that very quiet. ‘My father is an auctioneer, so everybody knows him, though theoretically he is a non-person.’

‘Rich, though?’

‘He gets by.’

‘Should I know him?’

‘Didius Falco, at the Saepta Julia.’

Cassia’s glance flashed around her room, which was stuffed with expensive furniture, silver stands and lamps, and a selection of artistic statuettes. There were not enough fakes to suggest they came from the Didius’ auction house. ‘I may have some of his pieces . . .’ She was behaving anxiously. ‘I listen to the provenance when items are bought but, to be honest, I don’t know what I have . . . This is very bad of me. I don’t mean any offence to you.’

Her apology was genuine. She was making an effort to meet me on my interests. It was why I decided that, under the show, Cassia Valerina did have a good heart.

I smiled. ‘What you own is of impressive quality . . . I must not forget why I came, though. Tell me about Agathon and Lepo. Are you very upset by Lepo’s death?’

‘I am! So terrible.’

‘How will this affect your public interactions? Will you tear your hair or keep a brave face?’ She wouldn’t want to ruin that expensive coiffure, so I guessed the latter.

‘I did go to the house to pay respects, but I went privately. His grandmother had me admitted through a little door.’

‘Lepina Philocle? Yes, I met her on the first day of viewing. Will you attend the funeral?’

‘At first I had decided against. I tend to attract notice just by appearing, and I do not want to deflect attention from Lepo’s tragic passing and his family’s grief. But I will go now. I have promised to take poor little Avita. You know, she was Lepo’s girlfriend until very recently and she is utterly devastated. Her father is swillingly rich, but he won’t help when she needs support, while her mother lives somewhere ghastly up north ‒ Liguria, I think. After the divorce the mother was quite lost to proper society. The distraught girl will be virtually alone, unless I take her under my wing.’ More fodder for the Daily Gazette, I thought. One socialite parading with another, two generations, while they both mourned a young man they had publicly shared.

‘Avita is very young?’

‘Twenty. She may be with Agathon this month, but as soon as she heard about Lepo’s murder she completely collapsed. She has been crying her eyes out constantly.’

‘Even though she transferred her affections to Agathon?’

‘Yes, but it’s all a game, isn’t it? It won’t last. It isn’t real. Until, that is, somebody dies unexpectedly.’

I sighed. Faced with tragedy, all such young people wanted was the right pyre-side outfit to get their rig described in social comment. ‘This is not my world! Too shallow, I confess. Cassia, to be frank, I am surprised those very young charioteers appealed to you?’

‘Believe me, they have maturity enough – or are eager to acquire it!’ Cassia declared, not the least coy. ‘And a woman can never be too old for men, my dear, not so long as she is handing out presents!’

‘I won’t pry . . .’

‘You mean, did I sleep with them? Don’t ask.’

‘Believe me, I need not be told.’

‘I really don’t intend to say. One thing my husband would revile is an accusation of adultery.’

‘Accepted. I assume you were not with either of the young drivers on the night Lepo died?’ She shook her head. She knew how to do it slowly and carefully, so as to protect her get-up. Even if she had been consorting with one of the young drivers that evening, she was too intelligent to tell me, so I stuck with generalities. ‘I need to find out more about their rivalry?’

‘Of course you do. The Purples and Golds are famous opponents and the biga drivers’ feud was legendary. The public followed avidly.’

‘You saw it in action?’

‘I believe,’ she said demurely, ‘I even helped it along sometimes. I was a naughty girl about that. I would play them off against each other if I saw a chance. It was all harmless. Only part of our fun.’ She paused. ‘Look, that kind of feud enlivens the whole racing world. Stirring up trouble between the factions agitates supporters. They become louder, keener, more likely to place significant bets. Firing up supporters is a big part of the sport.’

I narrowed my eyes. ‘Is such conflict invented?’

Cassia at once waved her hands. ‘I can’t say so. But a lot of public comment is exaggerated. Some quarrels must be acted out. The factions have always had claques for one thing, people who shout and even hurl missiles, and who are rewarded for showing loyalty.’

‘Paid?’

‘I suppose it could happen. But favours mainly – dinner with their team, a chance to meet the drivers, watching horses in training, that kind of thing.’

I breathed heavily. I felt this woman was being open, yet I could sense information being held back. ‘Returning to Agathon and Lepo specifically, Cassia Valerina: in your opinion, how much competitiveness was real?’

‘In my opinion? You want my opinion?’ She seemed surprised. Then she was definite. ‘All of it.’

When I gave her a shrewd look, Cassia leaned towards me confidentially. She added, like an older woman giving me her wisdom, ‘They were young men in the same profession. They enjoyed flirtations, and always had plenty, but beating each other on the track was what really mattered. All either of them knew about was racing. To be honest, it made them terrible conversationalists. All boys like that will ever discuss are their races.’

I smiled, like a conspirator. ‘Yes, the statistics and event news are hard going!’

‘Tell me! A woman never hangs out with drivers for a cultural experience. I am an excellent hostess, but there are few of my functions to which I would invite Agathon or Lepo.’

‘But you are famous for your connections with them. So why are you a hanger-on?’ I shot in.

‘To be known. To appear discerning and fortunate, a friend of the great. To shine as a star in the glamorous element of society. Simple fame, Flavia Albia.’

I smiled again and said I admired her honesty. That was true.

Then I drove home the key question. ‘Do you believe the rivalry between Agathon and Lepo reached such a point it could have resulted in a physical attack? Do you believe Agathon killed Lepo?’

‘No,’ she declared immediately. ‘Absolutely not.’

I believed her, as I was meant to.

Later, after I unearthed the true story, I saw how Cassia Valerina, a decent woman, held to her loyalties. When I interviewed her, she had known more about the boys’ relationship, but she would not tell me.

‘You know that world, Cassia. Who else might have done the deed?’

‘That’s a total mystery.’
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Cassia Valerina lived with ‒ or more generally without ‒ her husband in a swank apartment on the first floor. When I emerged at ground level, I stood for a moment. I was wondering whether to return inside because I realised that I now wanted to meet that young girl, Avita. I had not asked Cassia where to find her.

This was a quiet road, positioned more on the old Cispian Hill than the Esquiline, near several grand public gardens. Persons of standing or even of merit owned property in this byway. Someone on the opposite side of it was signalling from a doorway. My heart lurched. Paris had been doing an errand for Tiberius, so I had come out unescorted. This area was elegant but on the main Esquiline parts were truly grubby. I had worked there; I should have remembered never to relax.

‘Flavia Albia!’

To realise someone knew my name was not entirely reassuring, but when the figure shrouded in a grey cloak unwound himself where he had been crouching, I recognised him.

‘Euthales!’ Now I was cross. He had no right to give me such a start. In fact, he had no right to be out on his own. ‘Do Quintus Camillus and Claudia Rufina know where you are?’ He shrugged, totally unrepentant. He was a classic cheeky slave. You expect that more from kitchen staff than from high rollers who can read and write. ‘Shouldn’t you at least be hunched over a tablet writing an epigram?’

‘Gathering material. Don’t worry, the folks know I do this.’

Realisation struck me. ‘Juno ‒ “material”? So you submit stories to the Daily Gazette!’

‘Piecework. My little job on the side . . . Better than drinking or gambling.’

‘How often does the Gazette take your tips?’

‘Mostly. I give them golden rumours.’

‘They pay well?’

‘What do you think? They’re bastards employed by the government! It started,’ he said, by way of explanation, ‘when I was digging out info for Quintus Camillus for one of his court cases. The client withdrew his claim, so I sold on the colourful anecdotes. There seemed to be little difference between legal evidence and titbits for the scandal page.’

‘Well, if Quintus Camillus lets you . . .’

‘Of course he lets me. We have many good laughs, poring over my contributions if they make publication.’ Uncle Quintus was a good lawyer, though so laid-back that if he were a marble column, he would fall over. It did not surprise me his management of this secretary was casual.

‘So why are you following me about? I am not one of the glitterati.’

‘How true!’ How insulting. ‘I thought you might need help finding the top totty.’

I agreed I was grateful for his pointer to Cassia Valerina, although as he could see I had just enough glitter to locate her myself. He looked at me; I looked straight back at him. I said I would give him a copper if he could tell me where to root out the society girl, Avita.

Euthales informed me that coppers were for pot-washers and broom-pushers; he only worked for silver. I laughed it off gaily. However, since I was family, he promised that for half a denarius (fifty per cent of his normal rate) he would show me the salon where the girl went for her massages and manicures. I should track her down there because the house on the Pincian where she lived with her father had recently suffered a theft so enormous they had tripled their security. Since then no one had been able to get in.

I said, if the massage salon was Pandora’s I could go there by myself, thank you. And I’d get inside without help.

He commented, perhaps with admiration, that I certainly had a good contacts list.

I retorted that Pandora’s was notorious. Her face-creams were extortionate, contained filthy ingredients and moreover didn’t work. Her temper was foul, her character vindictive, and her relatives included some of Rome’s most brutal criminals.

Euthales appeared to make a mental note of these facts, before he reported that one of Pandora’s beauticians had set up a rival business on her own account.

‘Which of her girls?’ I demanded. ‘Meroë or Kalmis?’

He blinked again at my insider knowledge. ‘Kalmis, I believe. She has opened a therapy salon, which is this month’s sensation on the style circuit. Fashionistas are flocking. Modern new treatments, ancient relaxation techniques, magic oils.’

I scoffed. ‘The usual overpriced crapola? It won’t last. If Kalmis dares to compete with that old witch Pandora, she’s crazy. She’ll be dead before the summer’s out. I do mean dead. At least that will give you a story.’

Danger, mused Euthales, could be why the location was being kept secret. ‘Not knowing where to find her place is part of its mystique. Whispers and hints. It’s the young ones who are going there. They find the subterfuge so exciting.’

‘Crazy!’

I told him I could order him to take me to this hole-and-corner bower straight away, or he could lose himself. I was easy. My beauteous younger sisters would know where it was.

Euthales confirmed that they did. Julia Junilla and Sosia Favonia had been there – he had seen them. I wondered whether our mother knew. I would prefer somebody else to tell her, though I wouldn’t mind watching from a curtained nook. It would probably be Father who exploded, once the bills reached him.

I made the slave cough up: the establishment started by Kalmis was in the Carinae, an enclave where traditionally senators had bought apartments or mansions to use as their political bases in Rome. That rarely meant they lived there. With so many rich absentee owners, it was a very quiet area.

The Carinae was near the Clivus Pullius at the western end of the Esquiline, close to the Forum and the Flavian Amphitheatre: about as central as the affluent could plonk themselves, these days. It was still exclusive to famous men and the ever-shifting population of women who were attached to them (sisters, ex-wives, stepmothers, not to mention daughters and aunts). This made it an ideal spot for a high-end beauty salon. Kalmis had her head screwed on. Women from the neighbourhood could in theory visit on foot, though of course they rolled up in their gilded chairs or palanquins. When we arrived, a small collection, with listless bearers, stood waiting in a side-street. Euthales greeted some attendants with nods as we passed. None of them spoke to each other, probably because I was there.

The door porter must have assumed I was a downtrodden maid to one of the highly desirable clients, so he did not quibble. I went in alone. I exchanged banter with Kalmis, a sleek young woman I had met before. Very businesslike, she remembered me. She made no mention of my feud with her previous employer but behaved pleasantly.

She told me that an average customer would have at least four layers of treatment, those being: cleansers, moisturisers, aura and essences. Her girls offered hairstyling, mani- and pedicures, make-up and depilation, with hot-rock rolling and cupping. I said I could never understand what cupping was supposed to achieve, to which Kalmis replied neither could she but some of her customers liked it.

‘Some customers are crazy?’

‘Maybe, but their names make good adverts. I keep them happy if they pay their bills.’

‘And how many cough up?’

‘About half.’


It was a pleasant space, with lavish new curtaining. Women arrived looking immaculate, then after a few hours left looking similar, but with larger hair and shinier faces. They would be poorer too, the ones who paid up, though seemed unbothered by it. Maids carried their purchases, soapstone pots in dinky baskets on which I could tell these ladies did not stint. One thing that struck me was that, like the sporty group I had seen with horses and chariots at the Trigarium, these customers were all turned out looking the same.

Simply for arriving, I was given a small bowl of herbal tea ‒ something odd like steeped milk thistle. Apparently, I could have had valerian or hibiscus, but when I asked for liquorice root, out of devilment, it caused mild panic, as I had hoped. A scared, extremely thin teenage girl served me. She took my stole, then my shoes, which were exchanged for fancy slippers of the kind that will cut your feet if you walk about. No one here did much of that. It was a place where women lounged on an elbow, dangling a hand for a manicure, lay back with hot napkins covering their eyes, or at least seated themselves in high-backed armchairs with a very expensive snifter for intimate gossip with their supposed best friends, the real reason most of them had come. None even noticed me. (Wrong earrings! my maid Suza would have hissed in despair. Wrong-sized bank box, in actuality: I walked with an invisible poverty placard paraded in front of me.)

Kalmis, a pleasant young woman though with slightly tired eyes, made no objection to my quest. That was a change. More often I was messed about or rejected. She admitted openly that Avita was there. Then, although she did send a slave to check for permission, I was let in.

Men who use only two names or women who use only one will be selling sex, crackpot politicians, hammy actors, or people with reputations based on indecent amounts of money. I filed Avita in the last category. I remembered that the theft at her father’s house, which Euthales had mentioned, purportedly involved a million sesterces’ worth of jewellery. The loot was said to have been lying around the house, just waiting to be crammed into a sack by knowing intruders. Not all had belonged to the daughter; Marcus Avitus himself loved bling. He was an ex-slave who had made himself a wagon-supply king. He probably wore a heavy gold necklace even when asleep in bed.

As I had been told, my quarry was about twenty, in her own opinion a gem of taste, glamour and privilege. She could have been pretty, had she not been ruined by style experts. If this was her everyday persona, I did not want to meet her in full fig for a grand occasion. Like all her caste, she wore knock-’em-dead perfume, a shine like an oiled artichoke and enough gold to seal a peace treaty with the Dacians. (Everyone knew how much that was, since Domitian had recently done it.) Her head was turbaned; her pointed coronet of curls was temporarily stashed on the marble head of a faun. The mad style was favoured by women at the Flavian court; it seriously aged the Emperor’s relatives and I thought would make even Avita look haggard.

She was not very interested in why I had come. At least that stopped her being too wary to answer questions.

She told me exactly where she had been and what she was doing at the moment when she had heard about Lepo, who had given her the news, her astonishment, her puzzlement, her grief, and everything she had been trying to do since she had been informed. She was absolutely upset by such an amazing tragedy. To emphasise how hopelessly it affected her, she appeared to be weeping. I saw no glint of tears yet it must be true, because she was constantly edging a fingertip under her bottom eyelashes as if to remove any drips before sootiness ran down her shiny cheeks. She had long nails that would make most activities impossible. She certainly could not use a pestle and mortar or even confidently grip a stylus. Best not to speculate whether she could read and write. Not needed in the life she led.

‘I can see you are devastated by what happened to poor Lepo!’ I pretended to be sympathetic, though it was testing my skills. ‘Yet rumour says you are together with Agathon nowadays?’

‘Is that what people are saying?’ Avita was less interested in whether my suggestion was correct than that she was being talked about. She had a high girlish voice her mother had never tried to rectify; in fairness, the mother, now bumped off to Liguria, might have a ridiculous voice as well. Rich divorcees probably came home to Liguria with affected elocution all the time. In Liguria there could well be salons like this, stuffed with glossy ex-wives. All squeaking.

Why had the tot remained in Rome with her father? Silly me. Not even because the law gave him rights over his children, but because the wagon king’s commercial success, based on his carefully honed image as a special man to know, supplied social prominence an ambitious daughter would crave. She stayed for that. And the money, of course.

‘Is it serious between you and Agathon?’ I pressed on doggedly. I had two sisters, so knew the girlie questions to ask.

‘Absolutely! We gave each other gorgeous rings to symbolise our everlasting love.’ She waved her hand. I was too disgusted to look. ‘That shows we are devoted.’

Devoted to what, though?

‘So, you knew both young men. Can you tell me about the rivalry they had?’ The question was too hard for her brain, probably because it was not about her.

I tried explaining that I wanted to establish whether her absolutely everlasting lover had murdered his rival Lepo. ‘Do you think Agathon is capable of killing someone?’ She had no idea.

‘Would anybody else have it in for Lepo?’ No response again.

I felt as if I was struggling to bring the earthly world, with its petty concerns and grime, into a glimmering mythical fantasy. Even if Avita had heard any public allegations against Agathon, it was clear she had never wondered whether they were true or not. Within me, a slow, hot bubble of contempt began to boil up. Before I said the wrong thing, I abandoned the spoiled piece of work on the cupping couch.

At no point had Avita asked me where Agathon was now, whether he was safe, or how he was bearing up to the threats against him and his possible fate as a suspect.
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Kalmis came out from a room where she ran her establishment. She was seeing off a heavily pregnant woman. Once the client departed in her slew of maids, she muttered, ‘Oils for her bump. What about you, Albia?’ She was eyeing me up in the way people did.

‘Attempting to hold off.’

‘I can tell you what to do about it.’

‘I’ll bear that in mind.’

‘Well, even if you are going ahead, I’ve found a wonderful hypnotherapist who uses Scythian sensual smoke . . .’ I nodded distractedly, refastening my walking shoes. The thin girl had returned them to me but was frightened to afix anything so robust as my lace-ups. Kalmis handed me a small round tin as a free sample, saying the cream inside would enhance my luminescence. ‘Make your husband happy. A light smear at night.’ In fact, Tiberius was more a proponent of long, slow, afternoon pleasure; there were difficulties, trying to make love in the dark, with a determined dog lying on our feet.

‘Thanks, Kalmis.’

I had always viewed her as a girl, but up close I could see she was probably ten years older than me. Whether or not she had done so at Pandora’s, I noticed she was wearing a wedding ring. Her face, of course, was perfectly unlined, her brown eyes heavily encircled with black, elongated from the corners with eye paint in the Egyptian style. She had applied malachite to her eyelids, henna to her lips and fingernails. More importantly, she kept her figure dainty, was herself graceful and had an accommodating character. Though completely subordinate when she worked at Pandora’s, as everyone had been in that horrible household, she must have been growing into a strong business owner herself. So long as the criminal Rabirius gang did not track her down and eliminate her, success would be hers.

‘Leaving us already?’ Shod again, I was standing up. ‘I thought you’d take longer, Albia. Avita could win the talking Olympics.’

I was so tightly wound, I let slip the reason why I was storming off. ‘Agathon seems quite a decent young man. He is certainly talented. That spoiled little madam lays claim to him as a partner yet does not know or care about any danger he is in, whether her supposed love could be a murderer, or my efforts to protect him from unjust accusations. Still, why would she care? I suppose if anything happens to this boy, she can always find another!’

‘Daddy will buy her whatever she wants,’ Kalmis agreed patiently.

‘Did Marcus Avitus buy Lepo or Agathon?’

‘One way or another he must have done.’

‘Did he buy her anybody else? Someone who might have had it in for her previous lovers?’

‘Probably, but it would be before I had my business and met her.’

‘Will other girls have been involved with Lepo and Agathon? I know about Cassia Valerina. Girls and women?’

‘Females swarm over charioteers almost as much as gladiators, you know.’

‘But the biga drivers are so young.’

‘Ready to learn!’ That was what Cassia Valerina had implied. ‘They all want what the quadriga men enjoy.’

I shook my head. ‘So, Kalmis, you are observant. What can you tell me about these people?’

‘Nothing,’ Kalmis returned immediately. ‘In my business I see and I hear nothing. I never say anything either. No women would ever come to me unless they knew my silence could be relied upon.’

I almost snapped something tetchy. Instead, I breathed as if following a relaxation technique, lowered my voice and murmured furtively, ‘I saw the corpse, you know!’ Kalmis jumped. ‘I came across Lepo on the night he died.’ As I hoped, she was fascinated. ‘The wound that had killed him was absolutely dreadful. And just a boy . . .’ I wondered if Kalmis had children. Now I had adjusted my view of her age and experience, I thought it more than possible.

She resisted my pressure but pursed her lips while she considered. I waited. In the end, she whispered back to me, ‘Whoever did it, it was never Agathon.’

‘Why do you say that? Weren’t they deadly enemies? The Purples and Golds are supposed to be locked in hostility . . .’

‘Competition suits them.’

Now it was my turn to take an eager interest. ‘Surely not? Faction feuds are fake?’

‘Rivalry can be overstated, Albia.’

‘That means Lepo and Agathon . . .?’

‘I am saying no more.’

But we both acknowledged she had said enough.
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Kalmis had given me something to think about. I was not sure whether to challenge Agathon himself at an early opportunity, or to explore the issue further first. On the salon doorstep my hostess muttered, ‘Get rid of that grimeball who’s waiting for you, Albia. I know a nark when I see one. If he keeps annoying me, I’ll have him thrashed by my boys.’ Since she had previously worked for Pandora, I presumed her security team hailed from a brutal background.

I assured her Euthales was not my grimeball, though she would then have seen me walking across to berate him. ‘Get out of here. She knows why you’re hanging around. You’re too obvious.’ It was not my role to chastise him, but I felt he needed taking down a peg and I was family.

I set off walking, in case Kalmis was watching. ‘Step lively! Now Euthales, I want your take on the relationship between Lepo and Agathon. If their rivalry wasn’t real . . .’

Euthales kept in step, unmoved by my reprimand. ‘Who else would be the candidate for killing Lepo?’

‘They grew up together but plenty of proper brothers fall out horrendously. Lads’ friendships can wane, especially when they reach maturity.’ It made me remember Lepo did have a brother, to whom I had only talked before I learned of their relationship: how friendly had he and Alceius been? ‘I asked what impression you have picked up from Agathon?’

‘No impression. All he wanted to discuss was chariot races. Driving against Lepo was serious enough, nothing else mattered. Lads’ friendships tend to last, though,’ Euthales disagreed. ‘Men stick with their childhood pals.’


‘All right, I’ll deal with it. You don’t need to hover near me. Go back to my uncle’s house.’

‘The chairmen in the alley gave me a tip.’ This really was one contentious slave. Would I never shake him off? ‘Something has happened.’

‘What?’

‘The Golds have attacked a horse belonging to the Purples.’

‘Attacked how?’

‘Got into their stables and mutilated him. Furiosus.’

I was shocked. I presumed the Golds had contrived this as their next strike back, repayment for the yard-man called Escingus who had died after a mugging. The chosen horse would be no accident: I had seen Furiosus at the Purples’ faction house. I remembered he was gorgeous, the favourite of Lepo, in a named stall, a fine-looking bay with a white flash, agitated the day I went there because he could sense that his young driver was never coming back.

I needed to know about this. First, I wanted to ditch Euthales. I was not having him tagging along wherever I went, or at least not until I had spoken to Quintus and Claudia about a formal arrangement.

It would be a slog over from the Carinae to the Field of Mars, so I hired a chair. Commercial bearers in Rome have a covenant that in no circumstances may they hurry. Speed is blasphemy and wears out their boots. By the time this pair delivered me at the Purples’ headquarters, I had done too much thinking and had realised a problem: here I was known as Syntrophia, the agent of the reclusive Anina Perpetua. Confessing to my previous disguise would be a bad option. I had brought nothing with me to re-disguise myself. What was I to do? Entering the building would be tricky enough for anyone, and I could see its gates were closed today, with extra guards in place.

Fortunately, this solved itself. I looked out and saw that Euthales had disobeyed orders and stuck to me like fish-glue. I gave in. I might as well use the situation: I explained about Syntrophia and sent him to wheedle entrance himself if he could. He was to pretend we were making a sympathy call. In this charade, I had given him instructions to speak for me. ‘Say we heard about the attack. Anina Perpetua is horrified, so I bring her condolences. But I am waiting outside in my transport as a courtesy during their time of trouble.’

Euthales was completely self-assured. He rushed off, boasting that he would discover everything. The guards took hardly any time to accept whatever yarn he spun. I saw him vanish into the interior, while I cursed at how much easier everything was for men.

I sat outside for a long time. The bearers were surly but of course happy to be paid waiting-time. It was a peeled-paint conveyance with uncomfortable seats. It leaned to one side lopsidedly and had a very odd smell. Had there been cushions or curtains there would have been fleas, but the owner had kindly avoided that by supplying no soft furnishings.

Eventually I grew bored. I was about to jump out and broach the faction house myself when, just in time, Euthales returned. He swung back to my chair looking nonchalant, though he had brought someone with him. Staying where I was, out of sight, I looked over the half-door and recognised the sad stable-boy, Fadus. He wore the same one-armed tunic, still with straw in his hair, but was even more tearful than before. Fadus did not seem to remember me, which was good; he would not be reporting to Pedanius on my latest approach.

Repeating what he must have told Euthales, the lad described what had happened and its background. Attacks on horses did occur, both in Rome or more often out at training yards in the country. In rural locations, waves of horrible deeds were committed, sometimes at the stables overnight but more often while horses were free in the fields. Occasionally there seemed to be a reason connected with racing, though more often mutilation was thought to be carried out by maniacs. Perhaps there might be a ritual motive, possibly to do with witchcraft, but nobody knew. Generally, no culprit was caught, no explanation ever established.

Fadus could not go on. When I wanted details of what had happened to Furiosus, Euthales explained it quietly. The attack had happened last night. Fadus had gone for his supper. I exchanged a look with Euthales: someone within the faction, or with access, must have known the lad’s routine. Most other staff were also away at that moment.

Furiosus was a spirited stallion, though he was used to people so could be approached even by strangers. ‘Maybe they weren’t strangers,’ muttered Euthales.

Either way, armed with knives, the attacker or attackers had crept in unnoticed. They must have been knowledgeable surgically and were brutally cruel. They slashed and cut Furiosus and his companion horse, who was called Faunus. I had seen the two together in one stall when I was being led around. The stable-boy had been insistent that I must not feed them, so the possibility of sabotage with poison already existed. But this was different, hideously physical.

The horses created a racket, which brought people running. Furiosus had had his right ear cut off and been slashed on one side several times; he was traumatised by the barbaric attack but receiving treatment and would recover. Faunus had received a worse assault, however. He had been partially skinned, his blood drained and had had to be put down. Both horses had also had their manes and tails cut off, the hair left strewn about their stall.

Fadus sobbed, ‘Why would anybody be so cruel?’

‘I imagine this is a message,’ I said gently.

Euthales told me no one had seen the attackers, even though they must have made their escape immediately before help arrived. The Purples were blaming the Golds, understandably.

The Purples had planned to give Furiosus an honoured part in the procession for Lepo’s funeral. Riderless and swathed in black, he would have followed the bier. That now would not happen. The stable-boy seemed almost more upset by this than by the physical harm that had been done.

I asked what would happen to the favourite horse now. Once he settled, assuming he could be persuaded to calm down while the veterinarian was looking after him, Furiosus would be taken to the faction’s training stables outside Rome. Fadus hoped to be allowed to go too. Pedanius, who had come to see the damage early that morning, had decreed that the horse should never be raced again. He would become the king of their stud farm, generating future offspring. It told me, without having to ask the question, that despite other mutilations by the attackers, Furiosus had not been castrated.

Fadus mentioned one interesting thing. Alceius, who still lived at the family home, had known that Pedanius had been summoned to the tragedy. He followed his father, wanting to see what had been done. Pedanius had rudely denied him access to the faction house.

Fadus exclaimed excitedly, ‘He pushed him out. He yelled, “You made your choice! You’re with the bloody Golds now! Don’t come creeping in here as if you still had the right! You can cry all you like over the poor bloody horse, but he’s not your concern. Tell your new bloody masters I know who to blame for this.” He shouted at us all to obey his orders: Alceius must never be allowed in.’

The stable-boy dashed away tears with his knuckles. He was too fraught to speak any more. He turned away. I gave Fadus a tip, before letting him return to his post indoors. Euthales patted his shoulder kindly, then Fadus went back inside the faction compound.

At that point another chair pulled up alongside mine.
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Two men jumped out, one with the purple stripes of office on his clothes. While the new set of bearers began a loud exchange with mine, I ordered Euthales to take himself home. The street outside the faction house was filling. Word of the horses’ mutilation must have reached the public so others were gathering.

My bearers began joshing their new colleagues about their fare being a senator, albeit one too poor to afford his own transport; it was relayed loudly, within his hearing, that he had lost his funds to a gambling habit. ‘Is he ever going to pay you?’ Though I failed to recognise the profligate, I knew his companion, who unfortunately stared my way and immediately knew me too. It was the agent Paternus, presumably with the man whose name we were not to speak, his chariot-mad principal, Ierenus.

Euthales had refused to leave as I asked him. No surprise there. Unaware that Paternus had visited our house and met me in my own persona, he stepped in, laying a finger to his lips as if to warn Paternus to address me as Syntrophia, but in front of his principal, Paternus would be deterred by no one. ‘Flavia Albia!’ Naturally, the Purples’ security guards overheard. Having earlier fallen for our story about the mysterious Anina Perpetua, they began taking an interest. My false identity was about to be discovered.

‘Hush!’ I said, to quell Paternus. Of all instructions in the world, this must the least obeyed.

‘Flavia Albia!’ the dumbcluck repeated.

I glared at my bearers. ‘Double rates if you get me out of here right now. Pick up and run, men!’

Amazingly, they did so. It seemed the most exciting order they had ever been given. Besides, the words ‘double rates’ have an inspiring effect on chair-carriers that I need not explain.

They were a tall lank in shoes two sizes too big for him and a short pudding with a limp. Even while proceeding at their chosen pace to bring me here, the journey had had its lumpy moments due to their being so unbalanced in height. The slope near the Baths of Titus had been treacherous. No one these men carried could ever sip a drink from a flask. You wouldn’t be able to converse with a companion. Inside now, I clung on hard to avoid being thrown about.

The chair lurched even more wildly each time the front man decided to corner. I had glimpsed that Euthales was running with us; he seemed to be trying to lead the bearers south and on towards the Aventine. I was not sure they had grasped the message. Nor did they communicate with one another.

We had a lot of company. Behind us, Paternus and his senator had hurled themselves back into their own conveyance and shouted to their bearers, ‘Follow that chair!’ Members of the crowd outside the Purples’ stables decided to come too, keen racing aficionados, no doubt, hoping to see a crash. Other people jogged along for exercise or something new to do. I thought passers-by had even joined in with no idea why. Dogs stood up to bark from doorsteps. Two live geese broke free from a stall and rushed ahead of us.

We hit a tricky moment. One of my men wanted to dive right, over to Tiber Island, but the fellow at the rear was pulling against him leftwards, towards the Theatre of Marcellus. With a jolt, they straightened, momentarily slowing down. I slung open the half-door and nipped out. ‘Euthales! Run with them to our house. Ask my husband to provide a drink of water and pay them – go!’

Our crazy train of followers had tangled up around a line of donkeys coming from the bridge. I jumped to the pavement, hoping to remain unseen, perhaps shielded by Euthales. I ran straight to the theatre, doubled around the back of it, and pelted into the Porticus of Octavia. Its colonnaded centre was occupied by two big temples, to Jupiter and Juno, so there was plenty of cover. Nobody seemed to follow.

I sat on my own in one of the libraries for as long as I needed to regain my breath. After my heart had stopped pounding, I walked through the interior, past monumental statuary, then left by a different exit from the way I came in. This brought me to the back of the Theatre of Balbus.

I wanted to take time before returning to the Aventine. In a back-street I found an unexpected bar that I guessed must serve the nearby Circus Flaminia during festivals and markets. It looked to be open so I leaned in over a counter. A large woman in her sixties, overflowing a bench, looked up and gave me a favourable nod.

‘Are you serving?’

She was counting amphorae by eye from where she had seated herself, then scratching notes on a piece of old tile, no doubt to help with ordering new stock. ‘I’m doing my inventories, but you can come in, dearie. Since I’m here.’

‘Thanks so much. I’ve had a hard morning.’ I crossed the threshold and found a low stool. Just in case anyone was looking for me, it would take me off the streets.

Aslant on a signboard, they had a youthful male nude, attended by two bad-tempered-looking cherubs, who had been painted with wafting drapery and squashed faces. As at many places, the owner had chosen his Greek name, which most people knew better than the Roman one. That, I knew, was officially Favonius, which happened to be a family name of my father’s ‒ not that this embodiment of gentleness and nurturing bore any relation to the rampaging Didii.

The bar was called the Zephyrus.
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Zephyr, the sweet western breeze, is the most gentle and favourable of winds, associated with flowers, springtime and welcome fertility.

‘Father of horses,’ said the bar-owner, when she noticed me looking. ‘We like him here – even though he’s supposed to be the patron god of the bloody Whites.’ She added, with a cackle, ‘He’s got a good body, you’ll notice. Don’t leave your mare unattended in a meadow or he’ll waft a pretty foal onto her.’

‘I’ll remember! Talking of horses . . .’ I heaved a sigh, as if I needed to relieve myself of a story; I told her how part of my hard morning had included Furiosus and his stablemate being mutilated.

She started, clearly unaware it had happened. ‘That’s an outrage! Poor Lepo will be heartbroken.’ She wheezed this without thinking, then remembered. ‘Ah, no. We lost him . . .’ Unasked, she plonked two beakers, one each for her and me, then sloshed amber wine into them. Nothing needed to be said. We raised a toast.

‘His pet horse has been saved, I think,’ I said. ‘The companion was less lucky.’

‘Faunus? That is just too bad. Faunus was a lovely beast. Quieter. Myself, I liked him better. But, of course, Lepo wanted a sprightly stallion.’

‘You know the factions’ horses?’

‘I go along to see them sometimes. My legs are a problem, these days. I can’t get to see them running on the Trigarium, but I try to make an effort as far as the stables.’

‘You know the Purples. Any others?’

‘The Blues mostly. Family connection.’

‘Really? My father’s team.’

‘Good man!’ We raised tots to Falco. I wetted my lips politely, trying to make my drink last in case I didn’t get another and was forced to depart.

‘Bound to have been in your bar. Papa is Falco,’ I said, hoping the Zephyr was far enough south on the Campus not to have connections that I could do without. She hadn’t heard of him. ‘Of all the bars in all the world, I’ve walked to one where my father has never spread his golden chatlines! I am Albia.’

‘Servata.’

I pitched a new angle. ‘Regarding the Blues, I was talking to Vibia Nunnia. I do admire her courage and dedication. It’s high time her talent was fully recognised. She’s just an easy winner for them in the two-horse races. She deserves a crack at something better . . . Doesn’t she come here sometimes?’ Servata indicated an affirmative yet said no more. I let it pass as if unimportant, while I carried on making general conversation. ‘I really felt for her over that foul-up at the Robigalia. She ought to have been given her chance then. Gallienus may have gone to pieces over what happened to his team by the gate, but Nunnia kept her head. With her biga horses and the two survivors she could easily have stood in. She’s good enough to give Alceius some problems. All power to the Blues in general, but I’m not surprised she dumped them and came here instead on the night.’

Servata eyed me narrowly. ‘Did she tell you that?’

I nodded, covering my conscience. ‘Nunnia and the stable-girls, wasn’t it?’

‘All the girls do come here,’ agreed the bar-owner uneasily. Secrets did not come naturally to her. ‘The stable-girls brought Nunnia for some cheering up over the argument. After all, she did win her biga race and deserved to celebrate . . . She was here. If she says so.’ The woman was clearly squaring the admission with her conscience. So now I knew: when the sister gave her brother an alibi, when they both said they had spent the evening at her house, Nunnia and Agathon had been lying. He must have been left at home alone. She was here.

I shrugged as if it didn’t matter to me. ‘Full house for you!’ We had been talking about the women who came to the Zephyr, but I remembered the Golds’ record-keeper, Tarsas, telling me it was ‘a young man’s haunt’. On a hunch I threw in, ‘I was having a word with Alceius too. He told me he failed to make it after the Robigalia. I think he’s sorry for that now.’ I dropped my voice. ‘I suppose if he did come along that night, it would have been his last chance to see his brother alive. He said he was intending to meet someone, so I assume that was Lepo.’ Servata pursed her lips, once more trying not to comment. Not looking at her, I went on sadly, ‘Well, that’s going to be his tragedy, isn’t it?’

Servata could no longer help herself. ‘A tragedy for both of them! If Alceius had been with Lepo when he left here, if they had walked home together the two of them, then nobody would have jumped Lepo and murdered him!’

When Lepo left here . . .

This was new information. The bar-owner had let me know where young Lepo was that night, before his killing: here at the Zephyr. He was supposed to have met his elder brother, who never showed. Lepo must have allowed Alceius some time to turn up, then left alone.

Progress at last. This was unexpected. Borne up on an unexpected thermal, I kept soaring. I pretended to have known Lepo had been there and that I was exercised by the details. ‘It’s just so sad. What I don’t understand is this, Servata. If Lepo was heading home to his father’s house’ – Pedanius and family lived north of there in the mansion I had visited; the Circus Maximus lay to the south – ‘why did he turn the other way and go back to the arena?’

Servata looked blank. ‘I never thought of that. He was always at the Circus, so when I heard where he was found, that seemed a natural place for him to be.’

I shook my head, arguing gently, ‘I don’t think so. No, look, he’d been there all day during the races. The crowds had dispersed. The race teams would be gone. Everyone had left for parties in their faction houses. The only people who would have been under the arches at that time were a few night moths and their customers – something I presume Lepo didn’t need. He could move in a higher circle if he wanted that kind of company. Maybe one or two dog-walkers,’ I added, to lend colour to my argument. ‘But the arches would have been deserted, really. Don’t you think?’

Servata nodded. I watched her working through what I had said.

‘Did he leave here on his own?’ I asked.

‘No idea.’ Servata screwed her big body around uncomfortably and yelled over her shoulder, ‘Porcius!’ A hangdog, long-haired youth appeared from an area behind the serving space. I deduced it was the pot-washer who had refused to give Paris a free drink. ‘Robigalia night, Porcius! Lepo! Left here early. Wake up. Put your little mind to it ‒ lady wants to know, did you watch him leave?’

Porcius jumped up his backside so he could sit on a counter, legs kicking. I kept beyond range, thinking wildlife might fly out of his tangled dreadlocks. Was it my imagination, or did Servata give him a look, as if she was warning him not to say too much? Being protective of her customers?

‘I never kept tabs on him, but he did leave.’

‘Anybody go out with him?’ I tried, then I dodged as Porcius flung his hair around in another negative. ‘Who else was in the bar?’ I asked Servata. Whatever coiffure she had was safely wound under a cloth headscarf.

‘Lepo must have gone home alone. No one else went missing early. It was only us, dearie. That was the little group I allow to be here for special occasions, people I’ve known for a long time. All their lives, some of them. A family party. Any strangers would have been outside in the street.’

‘Strangers?’

‘Public. Supporters who follow, whether the teams want it or not. They all know where the drivers drink. Some of them come to stand and stare. There’s a couple there now . . . ’ This was true: sad-looking inadequates, shifty on their feet, were pretending to take no notice of the Zephyr, while hogging pavement space outside. Servata waved them away as if she was biffing flies, but they stayed, all clingy. ‘They don’t cause trouble but when we hold a private do, Porcius knows not to serve them. We pretend they aren’t out there.’

‘Anybody special?’

‘Porcius, bestir your brain. Who was loitering in the alley that night?’

Although his mistress had mentioned his brain in a derogatory way, Porcius could work it when prompted. ‘Not many. Most would have been hanging in groups outside the faction parties, hoping to spot a favourite. A few sad cases turned up here, though nobody I knew – except that mad one, as usual.’

I jumped on it. ‘The mad one?’ Crazy people always make good suspects.

The pot-washer looked gormless but Servata explained: ‘The Purples’ pest. Gods, he’s useless and a menace! Chases around and dumps himself with goggle eyes anywhere he thinks their lead drivers may be. A complete nut.’

‘Could he be dangerous?’

‘Not him. He can never bring himself to speak to them,’ Porcius volunteered, now seeming eager to show his knowledge. ‘He absorbs anything he can find out about what they’re doing, that’s all. He only wants to know.’

‘Writing his memoirs!’ Servata guessed, laughing. ‘Tonight was good. I saw Lepo having a tipple at the Zephyr. He ate three olives with it.’

‘And half a plate of Servata’s cheese patties . . .’ Porcius joined in cheerily. ‘If he spots a famous face, he’s satisfied. Alceius gave him a greeting once, but he wet himself and fled.’

‘Does he have a name?’

‘Yes, but don’t ask me.’

‘Would Alceius know?’

‘Might. Lepo did.’

That was no use – though it did tell me Lepo had had some exchange with the goggly nut. ‘Might he have followed Lepo after Lepo left?’

‘No. Lepo dodged the hangers-on by slipping away through the back.’

‘You saw that?’ I challenged, though it had previously been played down.

‘I didn’t need to see. It was what he always did. The girls were pretty loud by that time. They were dancing on the table and having a sing-song, so nobody looking in could see much. None of them would have realised Lepo had left. Those girls really know how to get razzled . . .’

I had to rest the subject or it would deteriorate into tales of pointless merriment. I went back to Servata. ‘This all fascinates me . . . You had a private party for the stable-girls and Nunnia. Lepo came too. Was that usual?’

‘Of course it was. I’d known him since he took his first breath. He was like an adopted child to me. I was friends with his mother, lovely woman – especially for somebody born into the Greens!’

I was phrasing my questions carefully. ‘And Alceius . . .? If he did come that night, would he have been welcome?’

‘Certainly. I’d known his mother as well. Those two boys had the same father, old Pedanius, but their mothers were different . . . We don’t see such a lot of Alceius, but he always counts as one of my fosterlings if he turns up.’

‘What about Agathon?’

Her face closed. ‘Agathon wasn’t here that night.’ She was openly reluctant to discuss this. Porcius watched as if he knew why.

‘You mean Agathon can be moody and unsociable?’ I tried out.

Porcius weighed in again, regardless of Servata. ‘Agathon’s all right!’

‘You like him?’

‘The best! He just keeps to himself when he’s pissed off. He must’ve felt a bit down over Nunnia beating him, that’s all. She wasn’t ever very sympathetic.’

‘Well, he was her baby bro, not as good as her on the track, but he got all the attention because he was male,’ Servata interrupted.

‘Anyway—’ Now he had started, Porcius wanted to continue, even though Servata was obviously signalling to keep mum.

‘This lady doesn’t want to know that.’

‘I do,’ I said.

‘Why not?’ Porcius argued with his mistress. ‘He told me, so I know. Why shouldn’t I say?’

‘It was their business.’

‘I don’t see it as private. Lepo was going to see Agathon at Nunnia’s place, down near the Capena Gate. On the way he would check whether Xero’s pies were open. He took a flagon from here, tucked under his arm like, and he said he’d try to get a nice juicy bite to share. With Nunnia out of their way here, Agathon and Lepo could do what they liked at hers, at least until she got back.’

‘That sounds like a typical boys’ night in,’ I commented. ‘Drinks and a pie from Xero’s?’

Servata had now relented about keeping this quiet. ‘Being sick on the furniture! Nunnia would have put a stop to it.’ Reminiscing, she mourned, ‘That flask was one of my good set. I had them made specially when I won on the betting. Little Zephyrs on plaques in the glass and stoppers like perfume bottles, though most of the stoppers vanished in a week . . . I’ll never see it again now, I suppose.’

I thought drinks and a pie did not sound like an evening two bitter rivals would share. ‘You seem to know how Agathon likes spending his free time?’

‘I should do,’ Servata confirmed. ‘Why do you think they crowd around here, and why are they looked after? I’ve known Agathon and Nunnia all their lives.’

‘You were close with their mother as well as Alceius and Lepo’s?’

Servata took great pleasure in enlightening me. ‘Vibia Senior? We were dead close ‒ as much as sisters ever are! Our father was Nunianus, a famous driver for the Reds.’

‘I thought the Reds were never any good?’ I let slip.

‘Not in his day! Nunianus? Everyone wanted him. He was like a stallion stood at stud. So, my sister produced two fine drivers with his blood in their veins. Myself, I never was fortunate . . . Never mind, I had young ones to look after. After my sis died, her pair were left behind with no one else. They relied on me. Agathon and Nunnia? I helped bring them up, poor little mites. Agathon more, after his daft sister married Statilius, who I never cared for – well, she knows that. As soon as he crashed, I got her back, though. I’ll always look after those two and they’ll have a place here when they need it. Hot broth, cuddles, cheese patties . . . I am their auntie, aren’t I?’

I took a breath. ‘And what about Lepo?’

She spoke of him in the present tense: ‘Well, he’s got his grandma, but I’m here. His bro used to bring him when he was young, but now he comes with Agathon. They change into plain dark tunics so they can sneak in, with nobody watching, and spend time being lads together. I keep the gaming counters ready.’

‘I thought they were bitter rivals?’

The auntie sniffed. The opportunity was too tempting. She gave them away before she could help herself: ‘Don’t believe that stupid nonsense. The Golds hating the Purples is something old Pedanius and Memmius have worked up to grab public attention. They grew up together – and, whatever people say, those two boys were best friends all their lives.’
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I had strayed too close, showing that this was more than general public gossip. Having let slip the secret, the bar-owner was finally starting to wonder who I was. Not previously curious, she now demanded why I had so many questions. To avoid an admission, I thanked her for the drink and quickly left. I did not immediately notice that one of today’s gawkers outside took an interest in me and where I was going.

I might have liked to persuade Servata to help with exonerating Agathon, but what she and Porcius had told me raised too many awkward issues. An aunt who helped bring up her sister’s orphans would make an unreliable witness.

Agathon had lost his alibi. Contrary to what he maintained, he had spent the fatal evening on his own. From how Porcius told it, Lepo had come to the Zephyr with a plan to meet his brother. Since Alceius now drove for a different faction, maybe they liked to socialise away from home, rather than antagonising their father. When the elder brother stayed away, Lepo decided instead on a surprise visit to his old friend, who was known to be mouldering at his sister’s. With no prior arrangement, I ruled out any idea that while Lepo was trying to buy them a pie Agathon had joined him at the Circus. In any case if they were true friends, regular night-in buddies, why would they have quarrelled fatally under the arches?

If Lepo left the Zephyr unobserved, this suggested he might have walked to the Circus without being followed by anyone in the front alley. That brought me back to the worst option: his death was the result of a cruel chance encounter.

He was carrying a flask of wine. I knew that now. If he had already been drinking at the Zephyr, he might have looked vague or walked unsteadily. He was a young lad on his own. Those were obvious incentives for an opportunist petty thief. Lepo’s steps might have wandered as he passed the Theatre of Marcellus. If he had taken a path through the meat market, he could easily have picked up a tail at that point; whoever this was, they followed him to a less open venue. In the dark of the Circus corridors, Lepo’s flagon was grabbed and, when he refused to let go, the mugger turned nasty. Unless some as yet unknown witness saw what happened, there was little chance of learning who the attacker was. Be honest, Albia. No chance at all.

Aiming for home now, I myself retraced the route Lepo must have taken that night. Public slaves had swept the streets clean, so any dropped wine flask was long gone.

At Xero’s there was a certain amount of bustle. They told me this was the first day of the Floralia festival. It would last for six days, mostly taken up by theatrical pageantry, with girls in flowery headdresses and everyone throwing beans and lentils about. None of it was viewed by Xero’s as promising for them. The sixth day would liven up significantly, however, because it had chariot racing.

The pie-servers all denied having seen Lepo during the Robigalia. They knew who he was. They were, of course, keen racing supporters. Xero always backed the hopeless Reds but, without telling him, his staff followed the more successful Greens.

I was told there had been a flood of customers throughout the day in question. Unlike the current flower games, it was short and sharp, a one-day festival. Xero’s had actually run out of food that afternoon. With nothing left on the counter and shelves, staff had closed up and gone in to watch the final race. By the time Lepo must have arrived there, the large stall was shuttered and would have looked deserted.

‘Has anyone found a lost wine flask around here?’

‘You must be joking, Albia!’

‘Not entirely. Full or empty, it could be bloodstained. It’s a nice one, I am told. No one picked it up and handed it in to you?’

‘Get away!’

I did not even bother asking whether they knew what had happened to the knife Lepo was killed with.
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Ah, the knife!

‘Come on, Albia,’ taunted Hermas, the server with the dirtiest fingernails, he who poured extra gravy to taste, glooping it into customers’ parcels of pie. He would poke a hole in their piecrust first with one of his grimy digits, so the juice would soak down through the filling. Xero’s had a loving standard of customer care.

‘What, Hermas?’

He leaned forward over the counter so he could bend closer and tease me more. ‘Come on, come on, Investigator. Aren’t you going to ask us what happened to the knife?’

‘Do you know?’

‘This is Xero’s. We know everything.’
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‘All right, so you know everything! How much,’ I asked,  with bated breath, ‘do you want for this nugget?’

Hermas straightened. I saw he had given no forethought to a reward. He understood that for me the weapon was crucial, but changing direction once an idea had settled in his mind would have been too strenuous for a Xero’s server. So, without negotiating a bribe, he simply reached under the counter. Thence he pulled out something in one of the pieces of old scroll they used as wrappings to keep purchases hot. My father once received a complete speech from a Menander play; he claims he licked it clean and had it framed.

‘You’ve got the falx? This is what killed Lepo! How did you get it?’

‘Stuck in his neck. We pulled it out.’

‘You just pinched it?’

‘Yes, but Xero ordered us to get rid of it. So give us a copper for the wrapper, if you want it covered.’

Hermas handed over the package to me. It had some weight, but was manageable. In shock, I began looking inside the crumpled wrapping, where nestled a longish knife with a straight blade but a turn at the end. It was clearly unwashed and still heavily bloodstained.

Watching my reaction, Hermas asked diffidently, ‘Do you want to take a pie with that? I can give you a squashed one that was broken in the basket. Half-price to you. It’s flavour of the day, Albia, chopped egg, quite tasty if you don’t mind celery seed in the filling.’
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I could see why Xero would have told his men to lose this liability. Xero was a stonkingly good businessman, evidenced by the fact he had persuaded half of Rome to dwell lovingly on the very concept of his produce. A mention of his pies would start mouths watering, despite the notorious fact that buying from one of his outlets might double you up in misery for the next three days.

Xero would not even know I had been nagging Brosius and Negridius about the lost knife, yet the implications would be evident. As soon as he learned his staff had squirrelled away a sought-after murder weapon, he would have realised it could be seen as damning evidence. The authorities were lightweight, but if they learned who had the bloody knife, however obtained, his staff would become a lunch menu for the amphitheatre beasts. He might not sob over that but there would be no one to sell pies for him at the Circus.

Worse, Xero himself might be implicated. Brosius and Negridius would show him no mercy. They wanted credit for solving the crime, so would steadfastly avoid sparing a handy suspect. Even supposing Xero had enough muscle or wheedling power (as he probably did because money is a lubricant), to extract either himself or his staff would cost him a year’s supply of his best pies, those with the crispest pastry and definitely no mould. Feeding a whole station house or the Urbans’ barracks would be unthinkable.

At the Circus on Floralia day, Xero had three of his operatives working. I won’t call them his best; superlatives never applied here. While Hermas was talking to me, an anonymous boy was whirling around, handing packages to waiting customers or shouting orders from new arrivals. Firmus was making up those orders, while silently observing what happened between Hermas and me.

I squeezed out more details. It was Firmus, the pockmarked one, who had taken the knife. He gave me no acknowledgement of guilt, but his jealous gaze as the treasure came into my hands from Hermas was significant. Firmus had seen profit there.

He stayed silent while Hermas told the story. Early in the morning after the murder, Xero’s staff had arrived on site to open the shutters of their stall, clean up after the Robigalia’s mammoth sales, receive steaming new stock from their bakery and prepare for a bright new day of poisoning the public. To look good, they gathered up yesterday’s rubbish, which Firmus dumped beside the movable cart belonging to their neighbour; that was where I had found Lepo leaning on a wheel. It belonged to a seller of cheap bangles, who was always late to arrive. Next day after a festival he might never have turned up at all, in fact, because he made his meagre living by offering tat to race-goers. Tiny stone-bead bangles, crude brooches with bent fibulae, coin pendants showing unrecognisable emperors. A favourite line was rings with lovers’ hands, intaglios that turned your finger green about the same time as you dumped whoever had bought them for you.

The bangle-pedlar’s unattended cart made an inviting place for others to leave their refuse. According to Hermas, any leftovers from Xero’s were generally bagged in dry sacks, then placed in this convenient position for civic slaves to pick them up while sweeping the corridors under the arches. The arrangement had applied for many decades. It saved Xero’s staff having to find out where the nearest midden was, let alone waste time carrying stuff to it when their first hungry customers were starting to queue for their breakfast.

Regulars had indeed queued on that morning after the Robigalia. They took an interest in the body (Firmus had at first merely stepped over it). People hurried off to report the death to the vigiles, the Urbans, the Purples, Pedanius and Alceius, and the public at large. Before a crowd properly gathered, Xero’s staff strolled back for a proper look.

They knew who it was. Firmus had not hesitated to extract the falx from the dead boy’s neck. (Well, no one who worked at Xero’s was squeamish.) He wrapped it and concealed it, thinking he would be able to sell it to some ghoulish souvenir-hunter. Unfortunately, Xero soon came along, found out, then issued his order to lose the item speedily. He suggested dropping it into a sewer before anybody else saw it.

Apparently, the staff had not yet found a manhole cover they could lift. (I could tell they had not tried.) Three days later the knife still lingered at the stall.

‘You may as well have it now, Albia.’

‘Well, thanks, Hermas.’

‘We don’t want a reward.’

‘That’s very public-spirited.’

‘Are you going to take this half-price pie?’

‘I suppose I ought to.’

Insatiable now, I cleared up other questions. A quick look at the knife before I hid it in my satchel had shown me its handle was not painted purple but a sinister shade of green. It carried no initial that I could see during a rapid inspection. To me, therefore, this was not Lepo’s falx.

The servers confirmed that the dead boy had been clad in a dark tunic, brown, they thought. He had not been wearing his padding or other driving clothes. Presumably, therefore, he had not brought his falx with him. The brown tunic confirmed what Servata had told me about Lepo and Agathon discreetly dressing in plain clothes whenever they went to the Zephyr.

The killer must have brought a weapon with him. Would a faction driver do such a thing as kill a young colleague? If he really was a fellow charioteer, it seemed he had never had his personal safety knife labelled. He had left it behind at the crime scene. Was the murder unplanned and he felt horrified by what he had done? Did the blood on it cause him to recoil? Or did he intend the Purples to know that someone from the Greens was attacking them?

I had an idea that if a charioteer ever had a fight, or even robbed someone in the street, the vigiles turned a blind eye. Stealing Lepo’s wine flask was a petty crime in any case, barely worth investigating. Such a thing would probably have gone unpunished, even if he had recognised who had taken it from him. But perhaps Lepo did know who was attacking him and fear of the Purples caused the thief to silence his victim. He may not have recognised Lepo until it was too late – or his high desire for the wine might have caused him not to care. Then with Lepo dead, he was in more trouble than he might originally have intended.


If the killer drove for the Greens, my father would say they were a disreputable shower, so he was not at all surprised one of them had turned rogue. For me, if the man who murdered Lepo really did belong to them, the Greens’ involvement was a whole new issue.

 

‘Have you got your Rodan back?’ asked Hermas, as I stopped musing and was leaving. Clearly all the world knew our porter had gone missing. I said no – thank you, Juno – but I was on my way home right now, and would check whether he had turned up yet.

‘I only ask because he loves memorabilia. Firmus had thought he was on to a winner. If Rodan toddled along for a pie, he was bound to make an offer for the falx.’

Rodan was daft enough. He kept a gruesome collection of spears in his hut. I said if they saw him at Xero’s they should send him straight to me.

He was daft enough to come, if he thought I had a bloody souvenir. He knew where to find me, after all. But as I plodded wearily up the Clivus Publicius to our house, I felt we were never going to see him there again. Even at that point, I thought we had permanently lost Rodan.

I was halfway up the Clivus Publicius when a man accosted me.

He had a shiny bald head, pale eyes and a bushy red beard; the beard looked dyed. It would have been difficult for him to pass as incognito. I had been so deep in thought I had missed him, but I realised he must have followed me from the pie stall – and perhaps from further than that. Once I paid attention, I recognised his striking appearance from some glimpse of race supporters. I knew he was a loser because he wore a red cloak and much red braid on his tunic. This sad creature supported the faction everybody else despised.

I never felt he was dangerous. If he failed to get out of my way when instructed, I would hit him in the face with the hard-boiled-egg pie. Sadly, that never became a necessity, so I was stuck with it.

Omitting any introduction, he confessed to being a souvenir-hunter, then demanded to know whether what he had seen me obtain at Xero’s was connected with Lepo. If so, he was willing to pay me for it.

I explained that I was an informer. If this fellow could provide me with any clue about the murder, I might make it worth his while – even perhaps to the point of some expression of gratitude from one of the factions. A favour, possibly, if he did know something.

Amazingly, he did. I prepared for it to be useless, though I would be wrong.

On the night of the killing, this Reds devotee had been lurking outside the Zephyr among a small group of equally passionate fanatics. He had noticed the moment when Lepo left (contrary to what they had told me at the bar, the way Lepo or Agathon used to sneak away via the back exit was common knowledge). My informant had also seen that somebody in a hired chair had set off at the same time and in the same direction as Lepo. He could not identify who it had been, unfortunately. ‘A man.’ Well, that ruled out the other half of the population.

I pulled out of him that his own name was Nassonius. I said if he ever saw the same chair, he should grab the bearers, turf out their customer, and bring the men to me. I’d cover any compensation.


I could not tell whether Nassonius was that rare joy, an unexpected helpful witness, or just a barmy hobbyist, but either way I told him his time was up with me.

‘Was it the murder weapon those men at Xero’s gave you?’ he whined hopefully.

I answered that no, it was a gadget for grinding condiments over a pie. A present for my husband. Nassonius must have believed this, for when he got lost as instructed, he was looking disappointed.
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A premonition must have made Hermas talk about our missing door porter. When I reached home, Gratus called out to me on hearing my key. Then the suave steward shimmied into view. He said Tiberius and Paris had gone to the Spotty Goat.

‘Aperitifs? Whatever happened to enjoying a beaker of pre-dinner mulsum at home?’

‘Not today. We’re all due at an early supper at your parents’ house. Everyone is invited. It may be fruit juice and goat’s milk. Your folks are throwing an impromptu birthday party, mainly for you but including little Gaius.’ Both of us had had early April anniversaries while we were away in Campania. ‘Suza and Dromo are laying out smart clothes for you and Tiberius Manlius. Suza is happy. Dromo is grumbling. The porter problem intervened. One of the Goat’s loopy staff came to tell us that is where Rodan is. He has been there all along. Now they want him out.’ Gratus, who had always despised Rodan, seemed smitten with what looked suspiciously like guilt over his previous attitude to him.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Gratus dear, I have had a complicated day. I am too tired to face a showdown!’

‘You won’t need to, Domina.’

‘Wrong, wrong. I know the task will fall on me.’

‘There is no task,’ he assured me gently, then told all. Rodan had been living it up for several weeks, using a room above the Spotty Goat. He’d clung on even after he heard we had come home. He lounged on what passed for a bed, demanding food and drink all day and night, while farting, swearing and emptying his chamberpot out of the window if he heard the voices of passers-by below. We had to presume he was funding this binge from whatever he had made selling off our household goods.

‘Has the money run out?’

‘It’s possible. But he’s dead, Albia. From now on he will be annoying ghosts in Elysium.’

Gratus explained that even the Goat took an interest in regulars if they were a loud enough nuisance. Silences troubled that bar. Missing his raucous calls, a waiter had gone to investigate.

‘Surprisingly,’ said Gratus, with his own brand of refined amusement, ‘it looks as if Rodan passed away last night, peacefully, during his sleep. The staff say they have been reasonable about having him there but now they want the corpse removed.’

‘He smelt bad enough when he was alive – even the Goat’s people must have noticed,’ I agreed. ‘They will certainly need to shift him if he’s decomposing!’

‘Tiberius Manlius has gone over there to see what’s what, but is hoping he can pass this on to your father. Didius Falco always felt a connection with the man. He might pay for a funeral.’

Well, this would be an unexpected conversation gambit at the birthday party.

 

As always, it was a pleasant occasion. My parents had always made much of giving me an anniversary. My official date was the Ides of April (thirteen days into the month), although that was a day we had picked off the calendar because my history as a foundling meant my birthday was unrecorded. Even so, since I came to Rome there had never been any question of It’s not real, so we can put off Albia’s party. My father was strict about honouring the agreed date, so this year Falco and Helena were determined to make up for missing it. While our family was away, Gaius had turned six on what I would call the twenty-second day of April; in Roman terminology, it’s ten days before the Kalends of May. I had just about learned it, but try explaining their crazed system to a child.

Some things are always easier. Gaius had run into my parents’ townhouse yelling, ‘Presents!’ By natural magic, toys and sweets appeared. Lucius tried it more uncertainly, and because we are a fair family he received some too. My two sisters wafted around in flowery rainbow shades, wearing woven chaplets of buds and leaves, while looking after the little boys with the happy devotion of those who can pass them back later.

My mother had a conversation with Tiberius about our plan to send Gaius to a day-school. Helena adjusted her stole and straightened an armful of bangles, a distraction she used perhaps subconsciously when about to quiz a helpless victim. ‘Did the father mark the birthday?’

‘Not so far.’

Mother swept a graceful hand back above one ear; she had fine, straight hair that slipped out of combs, allowing another air of preoccupation while she vaguely fixed it. Next would come fidgeting with one pearl earring as if the gold wire was bothering her. But Helena Justina never held back. ‘Are you planning to do anything about the situation, Tiberius?’ There was a clear hint that he should stop sitting on the fence.

Most people were avoiding the issue of whether Tiberius Manlius would formally adopt his nephews. Even I held back on the subject unless he raised it. He knew what he wanted but could not tell whether it would ever be feasible. Their father, whom we disliked, had passed his youngest two boys into our care without a qualm straight after their mother’s funeral. He had taken up openly with a widow with whom he had had ‘a friendship’ for years – which, yes, meant he had strayed throughout his marriage. When Tiberius brought Gaius and Lucius to Rome, nothing had been finalised. Their father had never suggested he wanted them returned, but to us ‘unreliable’ was his cognomen.

Tiberius unexpectedly told Helena he had used the birthday occasion to request that Antistius should agree to regularise an adoption. Antistius would still have an heir: he had kept his eldest son with him, a decision we welcomed. The eldest was the worst. Gaius and Lucius were young enough for us to form their characters more agreeably. ‘As you innocently hope!’ chortled Helena.

‘Darling, you didn’t tell me you wrote!’ I commented to my husband.

Tiberius assumed the harmless look people use to cover deception. ‘I drafted my formal plea today while you were out. I haven’t sent the letter, and if you want me not to, I won’t.’

It was fine. We had discussed adoption. I had been waiting for this. I told him to say the request was in both our names, then to dispatch it. Paris could go to Fidenae tomorrow.

Mother and I exchanged a veiled glance, thinking Antistius might react badly. He had never wanted the trouble of two demanding infants who reminded him of his problems with Fania Fausta; he had been useless when they were bereaved, and I’d never seen him even wipe their snotty little noses. However, that inconsistent hog could well opt to retain his legal powers. The boys counted as his property, so if he suspected any kind of challenge from us it could go wrong.

‘I phrased it carefully,’ said Tiberius, even though neither Helena nor I had spoken. ‘I want to avoid a feud.’ I smiled. Mother squeezed his hand. He admitted reluctantly, ‘The man is despicable. I find it hard to use much tact.’

Mother shook her head gently. She had always approved of my husband, so she would believe he had done as well as possible. ‘Try not to worry. You could let Albia read through your letter.’

I knew Helena. This was not simply a suggestion to support Tiberius, but in her subtle way Mother was steering us, or me at least. She thought I ought to find out exactly what had been said. Falco would have shared anything of similar importance with her. Of course, in their household, Helena would probably have drafted the letter. Still, you cannot duplicate your parents.

Mother decided to cover another issue: ‘Well, you may have children of your own one day . . .’ We both stared at the ceiling annoyingly. ‘Far be it from me to ask!’ she added gamely. Nice try, Helena.

I sank into a reverie. Adoption was commonplace in Rome, usually arranged for inheritance purposes. But families were elastic. My parents had had their natural daughters but also collected two more children, both of us formally adopted, at different times and for different reasons. We were middle rankers; we liked certificates.

I was considering what I had heard today about the dangerous world of chariot racing. Partnerships were formed deliberately to produce pedigree drivers. Women then died in childbirth or illness, men died young on the track; plenty of children were left orphaned. Boys, or even girls, might be taken into a faction to follow their famous fathers. Factions became their families in every sense. I bet they never bothered with documentation to secure a child’s future.

I gave my mother an unplanned hug. I had been an orphan in need of rescue. People liked to suggest I might have been a successful trader’s or a high official’s baby, but my true lineage was lost, and if I was likely to develop saleable skills there can have been no sign of it. Falco and Helena had never seemed to care. It was equally likely they had taken in a strumpet’s brat, full of disease and bad character. Unlike the chariot factions, they weren’t hoping for fame and fortune from me.

I hadn’t always done this, but tonight I said what I felt. ‘Every birthday I count myself lucky for being given a safe home with people who love me.’

‘Get away with you!’ murmured Helena. She could not resist another inquisition. ‘Why had you gone out today, as Tiberius mentioned? Make sure you tell Falco about this case you have. He’s on the rampage because you have been talking to Mysticus.’ She imitated him wickedly: ‘ “You know you are old when your own children start stealing your contacts!” Calm him down, please, Albia.’

At that moment it was impossible: my father was nowhere to be seen. I could guess why. Tiberius had told him about Rodan so that man, who normally pretended to be a gloomy misanthropist, had slipped out of the house on his own. Never mind that in the distant past the ex-gladiator had beaten up my father for non-payment of rent, and on at least one occasion nearly killed him. Regardless of that, Falco would now have climbed up the Aventine, plodding along to the Spotty Goat near their horrible old haunts at Fountain Court, and there he would have organised whatever was needed for the corpse.

 

‘Have you found Grandmama’s bucket yet?’ Helena Justina asked suddenly: one of those questions that seem meaningful (or important) only in families. The bronze bucket that men at our house had been trying to find while the gutter was being mended must be some prized piece with a long history. Apparently, Father had bought this excellent item many years ago in Capua, as a present; his mother would have given him very clear instructions as to what she wanted. After she died, it had somehow come to me in the house clearance, but nobody would ever forget whose it really was: the first owner’s initials had been punched on the base. Every time it was upended to drain, the letters ‘JT’ would remind anyone else using it of her gimlet eyes glaring disapproval.

We all agreed Rodan must have taken it. We could never ask him now. It must be goodbye to Junilla Tacita’s bucket.
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I was correct about Falco. One moment he was missing, the next I could see him, spicy must cake in hand, as if he had never left the party. As a woman who had notoriously left her own wedding in order to interview a suspect, I thought better of commenting.

Father and Tiberius were soon deep in the kind of undercover discussion people hold when there is a loud background hum so they think they can manage a quick mutter privately. Squashing nearer, I made out that Father had summoned Fundanus, the unhygienic funeral director, to collect Rodan’s corpse, which would be processed in some basic way; Tiberius agreed to contribute a simple plaque.

The level of chaos had risen too much to overhear more. The party had been joined by Uncle Quintus and at least some of his children; the youngsters were flexing their lungs in the nursery group my sisters had promised to look after. Julia and Favonia themselves had disappeared, taking Aelia, the only little girl, to be dressed up in Floralia regalia with Suza’s help. On first arrival, Quintus Camillus waved to me above the throng, holding up what I could tell was yet another birthday gift of bath oil (although this would have been chosen by Claudia, so it would be a good one). He mouthed, Going to find a drink. Various household staff members who had homed in on the wine already were telling jokes and laughing at them more than the jokes deserved. My brother Postumus must have heard about my current case so had decided to build his own chariot; always single-minded, he was trying to expound his theories of vehicle dynamics, though nobody would take much notice.

Uncle Quintus re-materialised at my elbow, demanding to know why I was trying to pinch his secretary. In a fake strop, he announced it would never happen ‒ although he could supply me with a one-legged legionary veteran to act as a new door porter. I escaped that by giggling crazily that what I really needed was a new bucket.

We were interrupted when Falco roared: he had spotted that Postumus had broken up what my brother believed was an unused old cupboard to give him wood for his new hobby of chariot-designing; it was in fact an expensive and ancient chest that Falco reckoned had been used by pharaohs to keep their underwear free of moths . . . My brother never intended to be bad, but often caused horror accidentally, so he meekly said he was sorry. Our father continued to rue the saleable antique in his own lively fashion while young children from other homes stared, round-eyed.

I was tired. Tiberius and I said we were going home. At least that saved Postumus; it was my turn. Falco started complaining, not so much about my visiting the Blues, but because I had presumptuously talked to the three old racing experts without first running it past him, my head of household.

Like Postumus, I was used to this so I said placidly, ‘Stop boiling over, Old One. My head of household is the new boy now. Tiberius Manlius lets me go wherever I want.’

‘For instance’ – further frothing from our loved one ‒ ‘under the Circus arches on a pitch-black night?’

‘I had the dog with me, Pa. Barley found the body.’ I was looking around for her. Unsure in turbulent company, she had climbed onto my mother’s lap for safety.

‘That was not in the Daily Gazette!’ put in Uncle Quintus, eavesdropping as uncles do.

‘No, your private columnist isn’t as good as he makes out. Why don’t you get rid of him? I can help you find him a good home.’

‘Euthales stays with me.’

‘Oh, Euthales!’ scoffed my father.

I chortled. ‘Not another of your apprentices? Don’t tell me you taught him all he knows!’

‘No, only my ungrateful daughter. I’d finally trained her to the point where she was some use to me, then she buggered off and married an aedile . . .’ Falco, now with the gingered-prawn comport in one hand, was lord of the party and mellow. ‘Euthales lurks around the Saepta sometimes. We spin him daft yarns and he passes them on unfailingly.’

That was my cue to say the slave had nevertheless given me useful leads to the expensive women, Cassia Valerina and Avita. My sisters paused in leading a procession of small children around. I saw Barley slide from Mother’s lap to hide behind her chair. ‘Ooh, Avita! She’s inspirational!’

‘She’s an absolute goddess, Albia.’

‘Are you cracked? I met her. She’s an air-brained spoiled brat.’

‘You met her?’ Julia and Favonia, who remained intelligent and unspoiled however hard they tried not to be, flung themselves onto me, shrieking, ‘Tell! Tell!’

‘I saw her at that new salon Kalmis runs,’ I said, with a warning tone that had the sisters looking wary. Their foray there must not yet have reached the attention of our parents. As I gave them the nod that I knew, I could see my mother catching on.

The sisters continued blithely: ‘Did you tell Avita where Agathon is?’

‘She never bothered to ask so I did not. Apparently Avita is too devastated by Lepo’s death, despite having dumped him, to care about her newer squeeze. For someone who claims to be devoted to Agathon now, she had no idea what’s happening to him.’ I said this primarily to Quintus, who was listening without comment: ‘Someone ought to tell Agathon how she is. He needs to be hardened to the truth.’

‘We boys are innocents in the ways of women,’ Quintus claimed. My sisters, I thought, were unaware their handsome uncle possessed an interesting history.

Although Favonia was the darkly intelligent one, she missed the undercurrent, being too keen to explain to me, ‘Agathon and Avita are absolutely stuck in love. They must be, because they exchanged really expensive betrothal rings.’ I shot Quintus a glance. Has Agathon still got his?

Julia giggled as she told me, ‘Avita split from Lepo, not the other way around. So obviously, Albia, you mustn’t think Avita had an unrequited pash with Lepo that made her do him in.’

‘Well,’ sugested Favonia, ‘not unless Avita had given some valuable ring to Lepo as well, so now that’s over, her furious father wants one jewel back!’

I sighed, agreeing that I would bear the suggestion in mind when considering motives. From what I had heard about the wagon king, I could not envisage him as a killer, though Julia said he was supposed to tussle with his daughter over her spending. ‘How unfair!’ We chuckled, glancing at Father.

Ignoring that, Falco related that he had known Marcus Avitus long before he had greased skin and a gold pendant tangled in his chest hair. ‘He was a three-ox Ligurian drover with bad teeth when he first arrived in Rome. I shared a mutton flatbread with him once, I felt so sorry for his starved appearance – and I was half-dead from malnourishment myself in those days!’

‘Does Marcus Avitus have an alibi for when Lepo was murdered, Albia?’ asked Julia, sweetly pretending to help my inquiry. I growled back that he would not need one, not unless he supported the Greens. I outlined my acquisition of the blood-covered, green-painted falx. ‘Avitus is a good Blues man . . . Have you got it?’ murmured my father, in an undertone to me.

‘Not here.’ I could tell he was yearning to inspect the murder weapon.

‘I would like to see that falx!’ declared Postumus. I had lived away from home long enough to forget that when my brother wasn’t supposed to be listening he always was. I flapped the back of my hand at him, but he hadn’t forgotten when to duck.

I asked my father whether anyone other than a professional driver could obtain a safety knife like the one charioteers used. Unfortunately, he said, similar tools were obtainable from all good gardening and agricultural shops. Legionaries brought huge versions home as mementos from the Dacian wars, claiming they had been torn from enemies they killed. Then, of course, any man who knew what he was doing could always make one for himself.

Tiberius reckoned that if your life depended on cutting yourself free, you would want a high-class, military-quality blade of Norican steel. ‘At least as good as a legionary gladius. Twice the quality of a barber’s cut-throat.’ He had looked at the falx after I brought it home; he doubted it was that good.

If Tiberius was right, my father said I needed to be thinking about cheap replicas that were sold to race supporters by souvenir pedlars. My best chance to find them would be the last day of the Floralia. Everywhere around the Circus would be teeming with starveling sellers whose trays were crammed with model chariots, oil lamps with three-legged horses careering around the spina, wonky whips and other tat. All I had to do was identify a pedlar who had sold a green knife to someone with a killing look in his eye during the Robigalia. I countered glumly that the murderer could have had his falx for years.

‘True,’ Falco sympathised. ‘And as an informer, hopeless quests like this are your tragedy.’ To mitigate the pain, he offered that ‒ presuming I wouldn’t mind him speaking to one of my contacts ‒ tomorrow he would ask his old friend Mysticus whether he knew of any Green connection with Lepo. Then, he volunteered, he might come up to our house tomorrow and take a look at the falx for me – in case it was of benefit to have some expert advice.

I said nothing. He would have read the message that I was thirty years old (officially as of tonight) and had been famously taught by the best – so as for needing anyone else’s advice, stuff that!

 

When Tiberius and I gathered our troupe and left, Postumus was yelling, ‘I need some wheels! Wheels, wheels! This is urgent. Doesn’t anybody care?’

I could see Gaius and Lucius looking forward to when they reached twelve with bigger lungs and could scream so loudly. Long before that ‘I need some wheels’ was about to become their new catchphrase.







The second day of the Ludi Floralia

ante diem tertium Kalendas Maias

Tipster talk: Punters must decide whether Agathon’s withdrawal from view will have an impact on the Golds. The biga rookie was hoping for promotion to first-team status after faction chief Memmius and coach Coelus rested Pacatus in their latest shuffle. Blues coach Epaphroditus stays tight-lipped on whether their line-up will be graced by a new capture. The Reds remain lethargic but have completed a direct swap between Menafron and Theocaris, with the untried Theocaris replacing Menafron in the main quadriga team – while Menafron is demoted back to the junior biga group after only four races this season. Some feel this is an act of Reds desperation . . .
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I started the next morning giving wifely support to my husband as he nervously sent off Paris with his letter to the brother-in-law. I had now read it. ‘As I am sure you are aware, we have celebrated the sixth birthday of your middle son, Gaius Antistius Daellius . . .’ It sounded a little formal, though I could see no way to avoid that. Tiberius probably had only one chance, so he must lay down with clarity what was wanted. I knew from work with clients how much damage could be done if legal exchanges lacked positivity. Never be vague.

Tiberius had added heft to his argument by saying his uncle Tullius Icilius, a bachelor with substantial wealth, wanted to secure a succession line for family property but thought himself too old to bring up young children. I could accept the uncle’s interest in inheritance, which I thought was true, though I pulled a face at the other suggestion: that because of our work and of fears about the dangers of pregnancy and birth, Tiberius and I had chosen to remain childless.

‘Of course, if I have come back from Campania with a feckless holiday conception, that statement will soon look devious,’ I said.

‘Ironic,’ agreed my husband, maintaining a neutral face since we still had not addressed this situation. ‘Any chance of you owning up before Saturnalia?’

‘Not saying. Still not sure,’ I muttered.

I had no space in my life to face this. I was beginning to think I knew the answer and that Tiberius knew too, or I would not have teased him. We had a better understanding than we pretended.

Once our runabout had left, I lingered with the fretful paterfamilias. He needed to be settled. It would take a couple of days to receive an answer, more if the despicable Antistius played cruel, pretending he needed to think about his reply. We had told Paris to be quiet, polite ‒ and impossible to shift: he had to wait it out until there was a yes or no.

Gratus was moving discreetly around, clearing the remains of breakfast. He asked whether there was any chance we would accept the offer from Quintus Camillus of his one-legged slave as a new door porter.

‘No!’ we chorused.

‘Think about it?’

‘No.’ We were merciless.

Our silky steward reminded us there was a lot of activity currently: the festival had caused people who came up the Aventine to keep banging on our door asking how to find the Temple of Flora. Gratus had put Dromo on it, but Dromo would soon be bored with shouting, ‘Down the hill behind Luna and Ceres – haven’t you got eyes?’

Tiberius said he would ask one of his workmen to paint a sign with an arrow, so persons in colourful clothing with armfuls of vetch and lupins could find their own way.

‘And then start thinking about it,’ growled Gratus. He knew he was good at his job; it made him uncompromising. ‘By the way, Sir and Madam, we also need a sign saying No Oil Sold From this Property.’

‘No, don’t do that,’ I interjected. ‘If anyone comes here wanting to buy things, I’d like to interview them about Rodan’s scam.’

The steward looked as if he had found himself working for inexplicable maniacs. He took himself off while I talked about the festival as a method of calming my husband.

The Floralia, Tiberius duly recited, was one of Rome’s most ancient celebrations, dedicated to Flora, one of the most ancient deities, in the top group of gods who had their own high priests. ‘Hers being the Flamen Florialis who, last year when I was stuck with organising, could hardly totter to the Grove of the Arval Brothers to conduct the sacrificial rites.’

‘My uncle Aulus Camillus tried to join the Arvals once, but they were too picky. He liked the notion of an élite secret society. We said he just wanted to strut around in a wreath made from ears of corn.’

‘The Brothers will stay corn-wreathed in their grove while the populace is frolicking,’ Tiberius confided. ‘The Floralia is plebeian, so a lot more fun than other festivals. Thank the gods I didn’t have to pay for it.’

‘State-funded?’

‘From fines when people encroach on public land. Public land being, of course, estates confiscated from innocent people who are condemned by emperors for the crime of owning nice estates. It’s entertainment for the people. Welcoming spring with joyous celebration.’

‘As in men showing off their erections while naked prostitutes engage in mock-gladiatorial fights?’

Tiberius pretended to deny it. ‘Flowers and vegetables – though I suppose any event that centres on abundant fertility may have its licentious side.’

‘We weren’t living here last year. I’m worried we’ll be sorry our house is so close to the Temple of Flora, love.’

Tiberius had been a politician, so he knew how to sound reassuring. ‘We’ll be fine. I think the crowds will be down in the valley. The Circus Max will have five days of theatricals and competitive sports. People will be there, all dressed up in multi-coloured outfits, not tiresome white as at patrician events, just waiting for hares and goats to be released and being pelted with peas and beans.’

‘So agricultural!’ I quipped. ‘We’ll be fine, I agree, if the Circus is where the nude prostitutes are.’

‘Five days of drama, spectacle and athletics – then the big finish with chariots. You should like that,’ Tiberius encouraged me. ‘By then you will know so much more about it!’

I was considering an unexpected link. The goddess Flora, patron of new life and fertility, was in legend married to Favonius, the wind god also known as Zephyr. With a caupona in my case named after him, this seemed an apt coincidence.

‘I have heard Flora ran away from Favonius,’ Tiberius told me, ‘but he caught her, married her and gave her dominion over growing things.’

‘Better than leaving her in the lurch with twins,’ I suggested. We had a joke that if I fell pregnant, it might be twins.

Old Grey Eyes laughed. I had to hope it was a good sign. By Saturnalia, that other big festival of community licence, I was likely to be finding out what he really felt about fatherhood.


Me too. Dear gods, two adoptions and possibly more? How was I supposed to handle this?
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The green-handled falx was bothering me. I examined it closely in daylight. Tiberius said he had been right: it was not of the best quality. The metal blade was sharp, but poorly attached; it rocked slightly in its wooden handle – though it might have been jarred when it was plunged into Lepo’s neck. The handle was constructed from two matching wooden flats, riveted together with the knife’s tang fixed between them. I assumed that was standard. Tiberius thought a professional driver would have his personal falx specially carved, so the shape closely fitted his hand. This one had a plain straight handle. Not only was there no owner’s monogram, the handle had never been bound with twine for better grip.

‘Merchandise,’ Tiberius decided. ‘Something merely to look at. As your father said, sold off a tray to supporters, hobbyists with coveted hoards of chariot-related goods.’

‘Intense boys with shelves in their bedrooms that the slaves are not allowed to dust?’ Not only boys, I conjectured.

‘Albiola, I see you have met some!’ At least, I had met my brother Postumus. To me, he was certainly not unique and, as a boy with hobbies, not even unusually obsessive.

‘What did you collect, Tiberius?’

‘Scrolls of intellectual literature. I was a swot.’

‘You still are,’ I reminded him gently.

I wondered whether sports supporters would try to amass a whole set of six souvenir knives, one in each faction colour. If so, had Lepo’s killer taken his green falx with him that night on a whim, or was there a special reason? And, having lost his green, would he be buying a replacement? Apart from the blood and loose rivets, this one seemed in fairly new condition. Had its owner actually purchased it that day, during the festival? Was it a memento of his team winning? (Did the Greens win any races on that occasion?) (Yes, I had learned: Alceius was beaten by a Green.)

I devised various mad plans to lure my suspect into the open: from putting up a notice in the Forum saying anyone who had bought such a knife should return it ‘due to defects’, to removing green-handled souvenirs from all stalls except one, then watching for whoever tried to buy from there . . . If Nassonius, the charioteering fan, had given me a description of the man he saw leaving the Zephyr, I could have had a sketch drawn to pass around chair-bearers. My cousin Junillus, who worked at the Stargazer, would sometimes mock up a picture for me . . .

Cobnuts. I had a better idea. I could check at the Zephyr which chair-carriers regularly frequented their street – which, for instance, would the waiter call up if a tired customer asked him to find transport? ‒ then ask those particular bearers about any fares that night. They ought to remember the Robigalia.

I needed Paris to help with that. Waiting for him to return from Fidenae would take too long; then he’d be tired and Tiberius would hog him with interrogations about Antistius. I caved in. I relieved Dromo of his door-keeping duties and sent him to ask Quintus Camillus if I could borrow Euthales. He probably knew half the bearers in Rome. He must have bribed some to supply him with gossip. I wrote a note to describe what I wanted. At least a secretary would be able to read my instructions and, perhaps, even be sufficiently trained to follow them.

‘Do I have to go around with him?’ moaned Dromo.

‘Only if he needs an assistant.’

‘Will he say I have to do it?’

‘I shouldn’t think so.’ Euthales wasn’t barmy.

‘Are ‘you,’ Tiberius enquired of me with a twinkle, ‘intending to tell Brosius and Negridius, our law-and-order heroes, that you have discovered the murder weapon?’

I replied that obviously I would like to inform them, but unfortunately I had run out of messengers. My husband, an accommodating man, declared that on any other day he would happily have gone for me, but right now he had to visit a caupona with nastily cracked counter tops, which he had promised to price for renovation.

‘Bump up your estimate,’ I told him. ‘We need the money. The way things are going, we won’t enjoy much income from this project of mine.’

 

However, I would be working on it. I, too, was trying to add to my collection of colours. After notching up visits to the Purples, the Golds and the Blues, like trophies, I had my sights on the Greens next. I needed to ask about the falx.

As I set off in good walking shoes, the Aventine seemed doubly wreathed in coloured banners and pictures of favourite charioteers. The new imperial colours of purple and gold were much less in evidence than the four traditional ones, I realised. More people than usual were congregating in our neighbourhood. Judging by their bright outfits, some were on their way to a sacrifice at the Temple of Flora, no doubt hoping it would entail roast meat, with tasty portions handed out, before they descended to watch dramas – with those titillating nudes ‒ in the Circus.

I was sufficiently paranoid to feel some in Lesser Laurel Street took notice when I emerged from home. Was my commission known to the public? Was our house being watched? The attention was too slight to make me step back indoors, but were people pointing? Did I even catch the name of Agathon? At any rate, I walked my dog down the hill and set off for the Campus Martius without incident. No one followed.

I was bracing myself for the Greens’ headquarters but I felt uncertain how to go about this. Assuming I could gain entrance (never a given), then escape being assaulted in the stables (ditto), I could ask to see someone in authority, show them the falx and politely ask for help. Please, Legate, ever seen this before? I wouldn’t be accusing one of their drivers, I could emphasise that, because the implement was of such inferior quality. It struck me that no one, or no one so far, had mentioned who their drivers were. Be honest, Albia: you have no idea who drives for any of the factions . . .

Oh, catch up, girl. Someone said Alceius was beaten by a Green called Afranius.

Nothing had suggested any feud between the Greens and the Purples, not even a fake publicity stunt. Even so, the faction would resist being linked to Lepo’s death. They would not like seeing a green-painted falx. In the end I left it at home. In my satchel I was carrying my usual fruit knife, though it would hardly protect me. I put Barley on her lead and took her with me, hoping to merge innocently into any local scene.

Maybe I needed to approach this problem at a tangent. Perhaps my father would come up with an idea when he spoke to Mysticus. Meanwhile, I decided to see what would happen if I informed the Purples that their boy’s terrible death might have a connection not with the supposedly feuding Golds but the so-far-silent Greens. I knew beforehand this was not one of my best ideas.

At first, I chickened out of any faction headquarters. Instead, with a stole over my head, I once more impersonated Syntrophia, undercover agent of Anina Perpetua. I made my way to the house of Pedanius, where I knocked politely at the side door. Cassia Valerina had told me there was one. Good informers treasure such nuggets.

The trouble with side doors is that, unless people inside are expecting an urgent fish delivery, nobody hears knocking. I had to wait a while. When at last somebody answered, I asked to see the grandmother, Lepina Philocle. I had brought her flowers.

Don’t mock. I meant them as a genuine gift. I had chosen them carefully. Lest there be any doubt, I had also brought a neatly tied packet of sweetmeats, home-made by my own excellent cook. I felt a bond with that old lady. I had comforted her when she needed it; she had accepted my sympathy.

A waif who had been left in charge of the house told me I was out of luck. Nobody was at home. The whey-faced mite seemed surprised I was unaware of it. The reason was simple: it was the day of Lepo’s funeral.

 

Sometimes I attend victims’ cremation rites, but Lepo was to have his pyre at the Trigarium, before interment outside the Porta Flaminia. I felt daunted by the thought of standing for most of the day on the windswept riverbank watching the boy’s body burn, while the Flaminian Gate was the most northerly in Rome, about as far from the Aventine as you could go. So I abandoned any thought of observing participants and celebrity mourners. Hell, it rarely works anyway. I left my gifts, with kind words for Lepina Philocle, then braced myself for what I had initially intended to do. I would call on the Greens to ask about the falx.

Unexpectedly, I had help there. As I set off from the Pedanius mansion I recognised two familiar figures, mooching in the same direction: Brosius and Negridius.

‘Hello, boys!’

‘Flavia!’

Somehow, while the vigiles enquirer and the Urban were poking around by the Circus Maximus, they had found out that I had acquired the falx. They had been to my house, where they had caught my husband before he went out to do his estimate. He had not only shown them the weapon but given it to them. I had no quarrel with that. They were now planning, as I was, to ask the Greens. Tiberius had probably supplied the idea. Since they had official status, even though they were idiots, they would more easily obtain access. I could ride on their cloak-tails. I told them so; they were too dumb to think up a way to stop me.

During our short walk, I quizzed my companions about any history of feuding between the Greens and the Purples. ‘Something that would have given the Greens a motive to take out Lepo?’

Brosius and Negridius called themselves racing aficionados, so I was deeply surprised to hear that these men, such keen followers of a major sport, had absolutely no idea. Anyone would think they only attended the Games to acquire sunburn and fleas while watching crashes.

All the factions were grouped together within smell of the river, near Agrippa’s Gardens. The Greens’ headquarters were similar to the others. They were curating a larger pile of stable mess on the pavement, and their horses appeared to be friendlier, but the rest matched. That included a small bunch of supporters outside in the street. Inside, we learned from low-grade yard staff that their chief of faction, the head horse trainer and driving coach had gone to the funeral, but without taking chariots or drivers.

‘Warned off?’ demanded Brosius. All he received was a nasty look.

The Greens’ main drivers were Geta, Afranius and Aper. An understudy was off sick with ear trouble; their young bigae drivers had gone to watch the nude dancers at the Circus Max. The senior quadrigae drivers had stayed at the stables. If this was to avoid upsetting the Purples, there was no confirmation of bad feeling. The drivers claimed they were sending sympathetic thoughts to Lepo’s soul. When we arrived, they must have been doing it while sharing a loaf and some gherkins. Still, those who enjoy pickles would call that an act of piety.

Brosius and Negridius produced the murder weapon, then suggested Geta, Afranius and Aper show their knives for comparison. There was some truculence at first.

‘Don’t we have to get clearance from our chief to talk to you?’

‘Ask him when he comes home from the funeral.’

‘Or see my cohort tribune. I can give you the official bribes schedule.’

‘Are you joking?’

‘If you lads want to think so!’

We moved on. They did each possess a falx. Theirs were stashed in the padding they wore around their chests, just as Agathon had told me. The three knives had been created by the faction’s special tool-maker; he was woken up in his workshop, pulled out for us and introduced. He confirmed he had lovingly shaped each handle to suit each driver’s hand; he had added bronze embellishments to his own design; he had thoroughly covered the green-painted wood with minutely wound thread, also stained green. His work was so fine we agreed it served as a signature; the murder weapon was nothing like it.

The tool-maker held the death-knife in one hand, sneering. He gave Brosius and Negridius his opinion: ‘This thing is crap.’

For them, that made further investigation too difficult: they lost interest.

Tougher than them, I asked if it was crap he recognised. He seemed to approve of my persistence, replying it was crap that it almost certainly originated with a souvenir-seller who hung around outside the faction house annoying people.

We swung outside and found the man. He was easy to spot: of all the tat-mongers trying to interest supporters in buying flimsy green tunics and miniatures that would break on the way home, he was the most annoying.

The three drivers had come out with us, hanging around when we began interrogating the pedlar. I could see that the trio were fully aware of the onlookers who clustered hopefully outside the stable. Automatically, they struck poses. They enjoyed being looked at. They were famous men, in a dangerous and challenging profession, who lived for their big reputations.

Brosius gave the pedlar his standard questionnaire: ‘What’s your name? Which aedile signed your licence? Show us! What do you mean, you left it at home? Well, who did you sell this piece of crap to?’

The shifty weasel claimed he could not possibly remember, he sold hundreds. An expert in escaping trouble, he tried to wriggle away.

Negridius grasped his hand in a loving fondle, then wrenched his arm up his back. He barked the standard Urban Cohort riposte: ‘If that’s it, I’m taking you home to my barracks, where I shall keep you in a stinking dunny until you do remember.’

Unfazed, the seller retorted that locking him up during a festival was an infringement of his rights: he was a legitimate trader and – according to his mother – a freeborn Roman citizen. He was sending for his lawyer. Negridius enlightened him: his mother was a lying slave, though by all means he could bring in his brief, bearing in mind that the next day when legal action would be permitted was the Kalends of May, at which point, Negridius was ready to bet, the lawyer would be unavailable at the Circus Max; the following would be a black day in the calendar, so no chance of luring anybody out of the Basilica Julia in case it got them cursed . . .

Faced with logic – or with losing his festival trade ‒ the souvenirista gave up. Yes, while he was lurking by a faction house, his tray would normally hold whips, caps, statuettes of drivers and horses and, all right, probably a falx. His last one went during the Robigalia. It must have been bought by somebody. He could no longer recollect whom. His brain wasn’t as good as it used to be.

His brain, commented Negridius, would be no good at all if the Urban Cohorts thrashed him to a pulp.

Brosius found more kindness in his heart. If the buyer should ever reappear, he told the seller, he should fetch the vigiles. That meant, he spelled out heavily, not those hopeless lags of the Seventh Cohort who officially ran the Campus Martius, but his own sensible colleagues in the Sixth.

The seller promised faithfully to do this. As we left, he asked feebly whether any of us would like to buy one of his model chariots. None of us did.

As our conversation terminated, one of the drivers, Aper, made a grab at me, shamelessly groping.

To the surprise of everyone, my dog Barley flew at him. She fixed her teeth around his right arm, refusing to let go even when the swearing and screaming driver lifted her bodily and swung her around.

Brosius and Negridius were horrified, though not on my behalf. ‘Name of the gods, Flavia ‒ get her off him quick, that’s his whip arm. He can’t have it infected by a dog bite. You’ll destroy his chances!’

I put my arms around the dog, who remained suspended, still holding on with clenched teeth. There would be a nasty wound. ‘You will have to apologise,’ I said quietly to Aper, unapologetically.

He muttered something that might have been ‘sorry’. I told Barley she was a good girl; she let go, while squinnying around to lick me.

Pleasantly, I wished the drivers well for their races in the Floralia. Shoulder to shoulder, Brosius and Negridius put up conciliatory palms to stop the angry Greens attacking me. I took my dog and beetled out of there.
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An informer soon learns that the fickle goddess of fortune loves to watch bugs squirming. After I abandoned the Greens, Fate allowed me to discover the source of their bad feeling with the Purples.

First another failure, however. My route home meant I could check in at the Zephyr. Servata was sticking to that trait of bar-owners: not earning a living by anything so obvious as opening for lunch. I must have been lucky to find her there yesterday. The alley outside was empty. I couldn’t complain that Euthales had failed to respond to my message about checking the chair-carriers, because there were no chairs for him to check.

I made my way home. If the Campus Martius was quiet because of Lepo’s funeral, the Aventine now seemed equally deserted. Sacrificial rites at the Temple of Flora had been concluded; the public had decamped for the Circus Maximus. I realised that here, up on the heights, drama, light music and audience reactions were almost inaudible, so different from the roar we would hear whenever there was racing. Unlike trumpets, the sound of today’s flutes and harps failed to carry. I reached home through peaceful streets, where only a crow pecking a disgusting titbit in a gutter was disturbed by my passing. It looked like entrails; to avoid Barley’s interest, he lifted his prize and flapped off with it towards the Vicus Armilustrium.

At our house, all was quiet too. Barley went high-stepping over to her kennel where she flopped heavily, as if defending me had worn her out. Vague sounds of movement within the home indicated people were there, preoccupied; nobody wanted me. I decided to take one of my birthday body oils and stroll to Prisca’s bathhouse.

Although baths officially opened later in the day, our local was open. Prisca made a habit of verbally slaughtering anyone from the aediles’ office who pointed out that yet again she was infringing regulations. This was her business, and if she wanted to pay for furnace fuel, it was her choice. Like many short, skinny women who worked extremely hard, she thought ‘I came, I saw, I conquered’ was a motto invented for her. Stuff Julius Caesar. Who is he, by the way? Does his wife want a monthly subscription? Bring your own strigil, extra towels are charged. The masseuse keeps her own appointments list, don’t ask the proprietor to squeeze you in when you haven’t bothered to book properly. I won’t have Serena upset . . .

It took pluck to bathe at Prisca’s. On the other hand, the place was women-only, always available, the floors were pristine, the towels small but freshly laundered, and when Serena could fit you in, she was brutal but excellent. Plus, I had heard from Morellus that the hole-in-the-wall voyeur was out of the way at the moment, indisposed with a very sore eye and vigiles whip scars.

‘Oh, here she is!’ roared Prisca, when she saw me. She had staff but was going around on her regular mopping up of grease and dirt from tiled floors. ‘Been back a week and finally deigns to join us. Juno, that is a seriously whiffy unguent, Albia!’ She was scanning me as I gingerly poured it into the palm of my hand. ‘Are you . . .’

‘You’ll be the first to know, Prisca.’

‘Your Suza says she doesn’t think so.’

‘Suza should keep her mouth shut.’

There was no point being annoyed at my girl for talking about me. Besides, Prisca was now distracted as she sniffed my glass bottle of oil, like a wine-lover savouring an aged amphora. ‘Bloody marvellous. I’ll get some to sell. What is it?’

‘I’ll have to ask Claudia Rufina.’ My aunt was a woman who kept a whole shelf of really nice gifts in case she was suddenly presented with a birthday or a festival she had forgotten about. She had a calendar – a gift to her from Quintus ‒ but was too busy to fill it in.

‘I hear you did for Moccius?’

‘Nothing like being poked in the eye with a sharp stick!’

‘Are you calling that rehabilitation?’

‘No. I love hurting inadequates.’

At this point we were joined in the warm room by Suza herself. As soon as she burst in, complaining that I had sneaked off solo, she snatched up the birthday oil, which I had been using sparingly, slathered half the bottle onto her chubby folds and announced it was essence of quince blossom from the island of Cos. She had enquired for me.

I took the bottle back firmly. ‘Mine!’ People who possess nothing during their early lives tend to keep personal property to themselves. ‘Buy your own.’

‘No money!’

‘All right. I’ll allow a small one on my tab.’

‘She only has iris—’

‘Nothing wrong with that.’

‘What tab?’ Prisca intervened, while smoothly producing merchandise for Suza. ‘Settle down, ladies! Sorry, I only have large, pet . . . People have been asking about you, Albia. “Which people, Prisca darling?” Strangers. Wives sent in here by nosy men. The other factions want to know if it’s true you are working for the Golds.’

‘What do you tell them?’

‘I never snitch. I say the last I heard, you were away on your hubby’s yacht at Lake Trasimene. With your lover, the millionaire pastry cook.’

‘Oh, I ditched him. He just wants a mother for his nine children.’

‘Well, if anyone is too persistent, I whisper that you are a druid. Then they can’t skip away fast enough.’

‘Thank you, Prisca.’

‘That’s all right. I look after my regulars. Let’s have some payback, then! Did he do it?’

‘Agathon? I don’t believe so.’

‘No, you’re right. That’s what we all decided.’ Prisca was nodding sagely. ‘Agathon and Lepo were true friends from birth. All that parade of loathing each other was nonsense cooked up by ridiculous faction chiefs.’

I had spent three days digging out this fact, when I could have popped the question at Prisca’s, obtained a snap verdict, and had a pedicure at the same time.

I asked what the baths’ clientele could tell me about strife between the Purples and the Greens. Prisca had never heard of any such jealousy but promised to ask today’s customers; some had come ahead of me, so were now sitting in the colonnaded garden with hot honeyed drinks, enjoying a gossip. When I had finished indulging in quince blossom, I sent Suza home, dressed, then went to join them.

The drinks were serve-yourself, on a three-legged table where the fine bronze hot-water samovar had a jammed spout but could be waggled until it coughed back to life. Prisca’s little waiting slave knew the right trick, but she liked to watch customers getting cross while they played with it.

By the time I sat down cradling a beaker, using a sprig of thyme to swizzle-stick the unmelted honey (pointless, as usual), the ladies had discussed my query. They were the usual mix of linen-weavers and clam-shuckers, accompanied by exhausted mothers snatching respite. One had brought her cousin from Antium; she had the desperate stare of a hostess who had run out of things to do with a visitor who would not say when she intended to leave. I suggested the dancing prostitutes, but they had seen them yesterday.

These women had decided I needed to talk to one of their number, Marcia Solicia. The others made her wait while they refilled their drinks and settled cushions at their backs. Then she was allowed to start.


It seemed unpromising. ‘I don’t know nothing really, Flavia Albia.’

I was wise enough in my trade not to be depressed. More times than not this prefaces a useful lead. You may need to winkle it out with a snail-pick, though it can be worth the effort.

Marcia Solicia had a small pretty face, a streak of white hair and hoop earrings. I knew her vaguely. Due to bruising on her thin arms, the rest of us suspected her husband abused her, though she never said. We never asked. We reasoned she knew we were there if she needed help. I suspect Solicia feared that if she appealed to us, we would go round to her house and kill him.

The man worked, when he bothered, as a low-grade groom at a stable by the Ostia Gate. Perhaps this entitled him to insider knowledge of anything involving horses. At any rate, once she relaxed Marcia Solicia produced a new idea for me.

If there was a quarrel between the Greens and the Purples, that was recent. However, they had had a feud with Pendanius. Some years ago, before Domitian had founded his new factions, the Greens had been threatened by a crazy fan who had sought to disable their drivers by burying curse tablets near their stables. Symbols had been drawn on walls; unpleasant ritual deposits had also been hidden in their building.

All kinds of foul play were tolerated in racing, but not this. Magic was illegal.

Solicia said her aunt was a reputed witch. Through her, the niece had learned a set of magic words to hex opponents: Bind every limb, every tendon, the shoulders, elbows, ankles and wrists of the Green charioteers. Torment their minds and their senses so that they may not know what they are doing, blind their eyes so that they may not see where they are going ‒ neither they nor the horses they drive.

When this kind of note was discovered, someone took very public umbrage: Pedanius. ‘He was driving for the Greens at the time, before he said he loathed them, and moved on.’

‘Was the cursing aimed at him?’ I asked. ‘Could someone who uses the occult now be targeting the Purples, aiming against Pedanius again because he is their faction chief?’

Despite her alleged contacts in covens, Solicia had never known who commissioned the curses that had threatened the Greens. ‘It has to be secret, doesn’t it? Mystery is the point.’

It was too late for us to ask Solicia’s aunt. The aunt had died.

‘Didn’t see that coming!’ Prisca chortled. ‘Call herself a medium!’

I was unconvinced by secrecy. ‘Wouldn’t the point be to let the victim know the curse was made, to scare them silly?’

‘No, cursing is a private contract with the spirits,’ answered Solicia.

‘A contract for fools!’ Prisca prided herself on being outspoken and a realist. ‘What would druids think, Albia?’

‘The only druid I met had his brain in his balls. He was vile, but he wasn’t sinister . . . So,’ I mused, ‘is someone putting the evil eye on the Purples? And now it has even come to murder?’

Unlikely, all the women thought. I agreed.

‘Does Pedanius suspect the Greens have a personal grudge against him? No Green drivers attended his son’s funeral, I found out . . . Who was the madman he originally suspected? Not one of his own faction when he was a Green, I suppose?’

‘Pedanius left the Greens after a quarrel.’ Solicia spoke nervously, as if life with her husband had taught her never to make voluntary remarks.

‘A quarrel about magic practices?’

‘About their race tactics!’ Prisca was much brisker than her customer.

I made sure I asked Solicia gently, ‘So who did Pedanius think was using witchcraft?’

‘The Reds,’ chimed in Prisca again. ‘Anything stupid, it’s always the Reds.’

‘Are you guessing that, Prisca?’

‘No. I’ve remembered. Pedanius caused an incident. He was always a hothead; he barged into the Reds’ stables and gave their head groom a kicking. Kestutis. I know his wife, nice woman. He’s about a hundred but still working there.’

‘That’s probably why the Reds are still rubbish,’ laughed one of the others.


‘Was this groom really behind the curses?’ I asked, smiling.

‘No. He happened to be looking out of a stall when Pedanius crashed the building. He just copped for the punishment.’

‘So did Pedanius have any correct information?’

‘No,’ Marcia Solicia had to say. ‘Or if he ever found out, he wouldn’t name who it was.’

‘You could ask him, Albia,’ Prisca urged me. All her ladies looked as if they would like to come to watch. ‘Back him up against a privy wall and order him to tell us.’

‘I suppose you lot would poke him in the eye with a stick? I’m not brave enough or stupid enough! No point, in any case.’ I shook my head. Pedanius was the type who would believe he could tackle a problem alone, whatever it was. ‘I have met him. I won’t bother to ask. He still won’t name the enemy.’

But it sounded as if he had one. Someone of long standing too.
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Now I was relaxed after bathing and also cheered by the thought I might have uncovered something relevant. However, if someone kept targeting Pedanius with curses, killing his son was extreme. Curses are simply supposed to cause fear.

When I reached home, Suza was bouncing in the porch, looking for me. She wanted to be the one who told me Dromo had returned from the Camillus house with news: Agathon had run away.

‘Nymphs with no underwear!’

‘You are so rude, Albia.’

‘Silly of me! Nymphs wear opaque nighties and sickly grins. What’s the tale?’

‘Dromo gave that secretary your message, but Euthales said very perkily he hadn’t time to deal with you, he had to go out. He reckons he knows where Agathon may be.’

So did I. If anyone had asked me, I would have refused on safety grounds. It carried a risk, but I guessed he had gone to his friend Lepo’s funeral.

‘What is being done about it?’

‘Quintus Camillus said all right then, his own work can wait. It’s only a bigamist. The scribe had better look for Agathon. Claudia Rufina said, yes, he could go, and take the children’s donkey, but he must be home by dinner time.’

‘Where is Dromo?’

‘Hiding.’

‘Why?’

‘In case you say he ought to have helped the scribe.’ Suza looked smug. Pointing out where Dromo had gone wrong was a game she and all the others enjoyed. ‘Are you going to the Camillus house?’

‘No point if Agathon is no longer there . . . I wonder whether anyone will tell us what Euthales finds out?’

‘Probably not,’ Suza decided. She could be a wise soul. ‘Dromo can go over and ask tomorrow . . . No, he’ll mangle it. You had best go then yourself, Albia.’

At least if Euthales was looking there was no point in my returning to the Field of Mars a second time that day. Searching a large crowd for one young man, who ought to be keeping his head down, could be a fruitless task. If the funeral party moved out to the Porta Flaminia, Euthales would certainly need a donkey. Ours was at a building site that afternoon.

Tiberius came in not long after me. He agreed. If we had had Paris here in Rome, we would have sent him to warn the Golds to look out for their lad; they should take him to safety before anyone recognised him and organised a mob attack. We were concerned about how Pedanius and the Purples would react to Agathon attending the funeral, although none of them had made any suggestion he was the killer. Did Lepo’s family realise the two boys had remained fast friends? I suspected the grandmother, at least, would have known. The brother Alceius obviously did. I could only trust in the family to be sympathetic.

In lieu of Paris, Gratus offered to go, but I could see he wasn’t keen. No one mentioned Dromo. It was understood, especially by him, that he could tackle only one errand a day.

So, Tiberius and I had to wait for the rest of the afternoon for information. We took little Gaius for a walk to show him where his school would be. This was our attempt at parental care. Gaius squirmed around trying to loosen our hands, stamped his foot and exclaimed that he knew this place already, so could he go home now? As we retraced our steps, I mouthed above the child’s head, Maybe his father wants him.

‘I’m starting to hope he does!’ groused Tiberius.

‘Who does what?’ demanded the six-year-old.

I thought Gaius might in fact be worried about going to school. Tiberius would take him on the first day. The new boy wouldn’t want to be seen with his nursemaid, so I might have to collect him. I knew how to be strong-minded at an infants’ school; I had been sent sometimes to bring Postumus home. That was before we had had to withdraw my brother when his weary teacher begged my parents to try home education with a tutor . . .

I had a strange metallic taste in my mouth. Any woman would recognise a prophecy of motherhood to come.

 

By evening there had been no word about Agathon. Then, timing it right for dinner, two visitors appeared: the curly-haired chunk that was unmistakably my father, with the neater grey hair and polished boots of the Blues’ ex-charioteer, Mysticus.

‘This is the last favour I do for you!’ Falco maintained dramatically. He said Mysticus had thought it proper to attend the funeral so he could describe it. Father was preening himself at this coup. ‘You have to know the right people, Albia!’ Mysticus, a decent man who must have been familiar with Falco’s exuberance, twinkled and winked at me.

We gathered for our meal.

‘Just pot luck!’ protested Fornix, stressing. It turned out he, too, had gone to watch the funeral, with his brother. As he sat down with us for a perfectly good scratch dinner, both he and Mysticus told us what they had seen.

There had been a particularly grand procession, which included chariots in full gear, plus other caparisoned horses, with so many black plumes there must have been no fancy feathers left in Rome. In a different social group, this grand procession might have taken a long route; more elevated people might have paraded the bier through the Forum and past the Circus Maximus, so the corpse and those in attendance, plus any hired musicians, mimes and professional mourners, were displayed ostentatiously to the whole community. Public spaces would have come to a standstill. However, Lepo’s ceremony had been contained within the environs of the Field of Mars. His corpse was carried straight from his father’s house to the chosen spot. He certainly was not taken past the place where he had been murdered.

Business in other parts of the city might have carried on in ignorance of this event, although some neighbourhoods turned out in force. All the specialist workers connected with charioteering were represented. Many keen race spectators wanted to be there. Supporters from all levels of society had turned out: despite a strong sense of a special association saying farewell to one of its number, it was an association in whose acts the whole community partook. Their mourning was ours.

Even so, there were constraints. Lepo was loved, but any man with political ambitions or any respectable woman veiled their heads and looked shifty. ‘He was young, he was famous, his prospects were fabulous – but his human status was filthy,’ my father defined in his glum way.

Mysticus shared his bitterness. ‘Everyone wanted to touch his fame, but nobody wanted their reputation destroyed by contact with the infamous.’

‘Some won’t care.’ I was remembering those celebrity women I had interviewed, desperate to be named even by satirists. ‘Were the media spies out in force?’

‘Presumably.’

Tiberius weighed in: ‘There has been philosophical debate. Doesn’t chariot racing display traditional Roman ideals of excellence? Skill, strength and courage. If chariot races are gifts to the gods, surely dauntless performance has value?’

‘He received plenty of honour today,’ Mysticus assured me. ‘Lepo’s spirit was sent off well.’

His achievements had been reflected in the eulogy. Fornix and his brother had managed to squirm near enough to hear it. ‘Pedanius spoke by the pyre. His elder son Alceius stood beside him. The father stressed the dead young man’s youth, his wasted talent, his victories ‒ which were listed ‒ the loss to the public, to the profession and to his family.’

Mysticus added that Pedanius had pointedly sniped at the coach who had held the boy back, saying Lepo had never been given opportunities he deserved.

‘I thought Pedanius himself delayed his move to a quadriga. He did it to both his sons, it’s said. Was he blaming the coach? Was Canidius there?’

‘Yes, but keeping his head down.’

‘No reaction to the dig at him?’

‘Ignored it.’

Lepo was not to be interred outside the city, as I had wrongly been told. A tombstone would be positioned beside the Tiber, on the Trigarium where he had loved to practise with his most beloved horses. In the jumble of other monuments and obstructions that clustered around the riverbank towpath, Lepo would be memorialised for ever.

We ate in silence for a while, then I felt able to ask more questions. I explained what I had heard today about illegal occult practices. ‘There seems some old bad feeling with the Greens and the Reds. The Greens’ drivers stayed away from the funeral, I know. Did all the other factions participate?’

‘Naturally the Purples took the most prominent position, but the Blues, Golds and Whites all sent representatives. Such a beautiful turnout.’

It was Fornix who said the Reds put in an appearance, but it was limited. That fitted. ‘A biga and only a few walking participants.’

‘So the entire faction!’ sparred Tiberius, showing his new side as a sporting enthusiast.

Mysticus did remember a past controversy. He confirmed that Pedanius, then a Greens driver, had thrashed the Reds’ head groom in a furore over mystic practices. The groom was generally believed to be innocent. ‘Wrong place, wrong time. Pedanius often behaves like a lion with a thorn in his paw. Not long afterwards, he left the Greens, also in a vile strop.’

‘Why?’

‘Technicality. He wanted performance upgrades to his chariot, which he claimed kept porpoising; it was dangerous on turns.’

‘Porpoising?’

‘Fishtailing from side to side.’

‘Snaking,’ amplified my father, using our family’s term for the action of an unstable cart. Most carts used by the auction house became wobbly very quickly. ‘The Greens’ vehicle manager disagreed?’

Mysticus nodded. ‘There was endless debate. They had design ideas to make their cars travel faster, but the faction chief insisted he “had to choose the right balance between controlling the budget and performance development”. The usual bleat.’

Tiberius growled. ‘Tight swine.’

‘Mention of budgets always means much talk, no money,’ Mysticus agreed. ‘Pedanius kept arguing, “We need a major new track-holding alteration, not mimsy bloody tweaks.” Their team coach had admitted the position was untidy, but he backed the basic design, probably because he was sick of Pedanius saying he knew best about everything. When the coach came out with “The key thing is for a driver to maintain a stable balance on the footboard”, Pedanius snapped. He took it as personal criticism, marching off in a froth to sell himself to the Blues. Mind you, he was so abrasive even that move was short-lived.’

This had explained a lot for me. However, I still needed to find a culprit. ‘Mysticus, help me if you can. Who was behind cursing the Greens? Was the whole faction being attacked, or Pedanius directly? His behaviour with Kestutis, the Reds’ groom, seems to imply he thought he was the main target.’

‘No doubt that he was the victim. We all suspected the culprit was a crackpot supporter.’

‘Anyone in particular?’

‘God knows! They’re all barmy,’ complained Mysticus.

‘Could Pedanius still be under attack, despite the passage of time?’

‘He might – but it would be impossible to single out who’s doing it. He has upset too many people. What I can tell you,’ Mysticus revealed, ‘is that a word among the wise today was that he and Alceius, his other son, have made up their differences. There is likely to be a shock announcement about the Floralia.’

Tiberius sat up. His faction was now in trouble. ‘Tell me it’s idle gossip! Don’t say Alceius is deserting the Golds and returning to drive for his father and the Purples?’

Mysticus regretted his revelation. ‘Oops! I should not have said. Take it as confidential.’

My husband was a well-mannered host, replying stiffly, ‘Everything at our table is sub rosa.’

Mysticus was no fool. ‘And I thought your wife and your father-in-law were both informers!’ he corrected gently.

Falco and I pretended to be baffled by that.

 

I asked about other people at the funeral. Lepina Philocle, heavily veiled, had been there to cast sweet oils on her grandson. Celebrity women, which meant only Cassia Valerina and Avita that I knew, were making sure they were noticed. Even so, they kept apart from the small clutch of close family mourners. Fornix said, ‘That girl’s father, Marcus Avitus, went up to cast incense on the pyre. He was being perfectly respectful. Didn’t even mention how much he had paid out for his Eastern essences. Head covered in his toga so you couldn’t see whether he had on his gold earrings. Maybe they had been stolen anyway in that robbery he made so much of . . .’

‘And then, of course,’ chimed in Mysticus, ‘there was Agathon!’

‘I feared as much. What happened?’ I demanded.

The young man must have been there for a while, causing no difficulty, until someone in the crowd spotted him. It was just at the solemn moment when Pedanius and Alceius were applying torches. Perhaps Lepo’s friend had wanted to join in with that formal action. A few truculent Purples broke away from their positions beside the pyre and surrounded Agathon letting out threats. Golds jostled in to defend him. Members of the public quickly signalled to each other that there was a barny. Young women began screaming. The family looked horrified. Alongside the incremation, backlit by scented flames, occurred a full-scale sparring match.

The Golds took up a cry against the Purples. They began raging against the death of Escingus, their yard-man. Next thing, the Purples were yelling about the vile disfigurement of Lepo’s horses. During this, Agathon was shoved against the pyre, though someone dragged him off, no harm done. Reds (who in theory had no quarrel here) broke a Gold’s arm. Blues and Whites formed a protective phalanx around the Reds, shouting obscenities against both new factions. Purples threw wild punches. Golds retaliated.

‘All good funerals have a fight!’ snorted my father. ‘Trust the sophisticated public. The bullyboys gather for a punch-up in the same way they attend races wanting to see smashes. Some of our city’s finest count ritual occasions as worthless if there are no black eyes – preferably on a priestess. I am so pleased this fracas was worthy of note. I cannot stand mediocrity!’

Once Falco settled, Mysticus assured him, ‘Incense was hurled in improper directions. Wreaths were rudely trampled.’

He carried on grousing: ‘Riots are not what they used to be.’

Fornix added happily, ‘I heard that an Urban officer came off with a broken jaw.’

I jumped. ‘Not Negridius?’

‘No. I picked him out, though. Negridius fell over the wine amphorae. He broke several. He’s a solid lad. The rumpus when he did it was most pleasing to watch.’

‘So where is Agathon?’ broke in Tiberius, anxious for his faction’s protégé. ‘Was he hurt? Is he a prisoner?’

Nothing like that, fortunately. As far as Mysticus and Fornix had been able to tell, the organisers had moved swiftly. Heavies must have been primed in advance that feelings might erupt, so they swarmed in to part opponents and rescued Agathon. Unhurt, he was taken to the Pedanius family, who sheltered him. Friends and members of the Purples, suddenly becoming pious, stopped punching the Golds’ lights out, and called loudly for respect to be shown on this solemn religious occasion. They must all have been tired, because the violence stopped.

Fornix then supplied, in his quiet way, ‘My brother had squeezed us into a good position. We saw a black palanquin collect the old lady. Once they had conducted the eulogy and lit the flames, it was probably all too much for her. Her boy’s spirit was at rest. She had said her prayers for him. Pedanius had to wait to collect his ashes, but Alceius oversaw the old lady’s departure. When he waved off the bearers I didn’t catch it, but Nonus thought Agathon was taken away with her.’

 

It sounded final but more was to come. Shortly afterwards, my uncle’s slave Euthales arrived, looking hot and bothered. He took me aside to whisper his own news: he, too, had seen Agathon being smuggled into the palanquin with Lepo’s grandmother. He had followed, as he told me in his officious way. ‘I wanted to make certain they went to the house of Pedanius. You will need to keep a marker on where he is.’

Once away from the Trigarium ceremonials, the large litter’s bearers had picked up pace almost indecorously but, riding the Camillus children’s donkey, Euthales was able to give chase. At a corner where the lurching bearers slowed to turn, he saw Agathon leap out through the drapes.

‘Lepina Philocle was leaning through the curtains, calling after him. I was afraid the bearers, who looked tough, would drop their poles and snatch him back. So I raced over, hauled him up behind me, and then we galloped faster than the men could run.’

‘Well done!’ I conceded. ‘And you brought the pet donkey here.’ Our boys were noisily riding it around the inner courtyard, while our own beast brayed from her stable. A little joy of family life. ‘But Agathon is not with you?’

Euthales tapped the side of his nose. ‘He needs to be hidden. I thought of somewhere. Let us say, your mother has sent me to your house with a message for your father.’

A charioteer in the townhouse after all? My heart went out to my mother as she tried to handle her excited teenage girls. Meanwhile I sent Euthales hurrying home to my uncle’s house. He must make his own excuses to Claudia for his late return, but I wanted to quash any blame for keeping out their donkey. ‘Ask Claudia, is it quince blossom?’

‘What?’

‘Island of Cos!’ Euthales looked confused, which made me preen. ‘Claudia will know.’

My father left us shortly. He made much of being a free man, yet Mother’s call was one he quietly heeded.

I managed to catch him. ‘Tell Julia and Favonia that Agathon is out of bounds. The poor lad has exchanged rings with the wagon king’s daughter. She is exceedingly rich, an only child, and beautified to goddess standards.’

‘That may not save him!’ chortled Falco.







The third day of the Ludi Floralia

pridie Kalendas Maias

Tipster talk: In the light of rumours that Alceius has been invited to reconsider his position with the Golds, upsets could occur at the last minute. Wise heads are puzzling the next move of Maximinus, past coach for the Golds, who resigned when Pacatus was dropped by their hardline faction head in an experimental shake-up. Maximinus remains tight-lipped. Head honcho Memmius has refused a statement.

The Whites have taken delivery of their elegant new four from Cappadocia; it is said they may trial Prosius, a driver who travelled with the spirited horses. This would beef up their talent, currently starring Maraucius, and might cause distraction on the track among teams who will be unfamiliar with the new unit.

M. Avitus is said to be questioning who has possession of his daughter’s dowry ring.
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In our house, we passed a quiet night.

Next morning was partly taken up with Gaius setting off bravely for his first day at school. His normal blue tunic was left at home, while in public he wore a white one with thin purple bands. In smart new shoes (slightly too large so he could grow into them) and a shiny bulla hung around his neck to protect him from evil, his solemn little face clean and his hair slicked down, he made a picture that caused tears to well. Tiberius took him, hand in hand. The rest of the household waved him off.

Some of us were still outside in the porch when a large ornamental litter came meandering up the hill, slowing to a stop where we lived. A pair of shady-looking oldsters acted as bearers; they were dressed in lumpy black tunics under purple belts. From the interior they helped an elderly woman carefully descend. In dark garb but today with her grey hair uncovered, I recognised Lepina Philocle.

I greeted her, then led her indoors. The scene with Gaius made a polite starting point for conversation as I settled her in my private room. Suza had beetled off to find refreshments, which would give her an excuse to listen in.

‘Our little one’s first step into the world. I hadn’t expected it to be so touching.’

‘They grow so fast!’

‘We still have his brother at home, but the whole house seems quieter . . .’

‘I came to thank you for your gifts,’ Lepina said, in crisp explanation. I had left my flowers and sweets for her in the name of Syntrophia. With no mention of this anomaly on either side, I worked out that her son Pedanius must have discovered who I really was and even where to find me. Never apologise, never explain. Well, not unless big men with body odour are locking you in a prison cell.

Suza brought tots and titbits on what my family call a nicknackaroony tray. I nodded to let her stay. A chaperone was unnecessary, but all kinds of play-acting might be about to happen.

I was never aware that Lepina scrutinised me. I did consider her, however. As I would have expected, there was a change. Last time we met, she was devastated by grief; now she had visibly returned to what must be her normal character. She was a strong woman, in a quiet way. At home as a matriarch, I deduced she would let Pedanius hold sway, yet she would speak her mind if it was called for. In her time, she had had two daughters-in-law, possibly living in the same house with them even before she was needed for their orphaned boys; I wondered whether she might have bullied her son’s wives. As well as her lost younger grandson she still had the elder one at home; I had seen for myself that Alceius led the life he wanted, yet she watched over him.

With me, she became much firmer than before. Once I had waved away her thanks for the flowers, she came straight out and told me she was looking for Agathon. I let her know I was aware of their meeting at the funeral, and how he had broken free.

‘Is he here?’ she demanded briskly. When I said no, she looked disbelieving. ‘How can I be sure that is true?’ I offered that Suza would show her. It was not the first time we had suffered a house search, so Suza marched ahead of the old dame, flinging open a few doors boldly to show she disapproved of my word being doubted.

Luckily, we had spring-cleaned on return from Campania, while I had a steward who kept our home tidy. Gratus himself appeared at one stage, at his most haughty. ‘Problem, Suza?’

‘Albia wants us to prove we haven’t got that charioteer.’

Gratus shuddered. ‘We shall not sink so low, I hope!’

This was impolite to the mother and grandmother. Worse was that Fornix planted his bulk at the entrance to his kitchen, fully cleavered up, blocking the corridor so firmly that, even without a word from him, Lepina decided she had seen enough.

‘Why do you want Agathon so badly?’ I queried, when she rejoined me.

‘I have known him since he was a boy.’

‘And of course he was Lepo’s close friend . . .’

She did not deny it: the feud had been a fake. ‘He is upset.’

‘He is coping. If he needs comforting, he has his own family. I have met his sister and his loving aunt, Servata.’

‘The tavern trollop!’

‘A rather large calm lady, but one who seems full of kindness and acumen,’ I countered.

‘I can take care of him,’ Lepina argued, with the same self-conviction her son Pedanius had.

‘Agathon will not allow it. He made a clear choice yesterday.’

‘He is young and being hounded. He needs support.’

‘He needs your grandson’s killer to be identified, to clear him of suspicion. You probably know, I have been commissioned to discover who was responsible and to exonerate Agathon.’

‘Never mind you. My son will do everything necessary!’

‘I am not working against Pedanius,’ I said patiently. ‘The more enquiries the better. Has he made any progress?’

‘That is for us to know.’

‘As you wish, Lepina Philocle.’

‘Have you?’

‘Perhaps. I do know the circumstances in which Lepo was killed. He was walking to Agathon’s house for a boys’ night in. He was carrying a ceramic wine flask . . .’ I changed it from glass deliberately ‘. . . a flask that has never been found. I propose a lost-property notice in the Forum. That might lure someone with decency to hand it in. Of course any advertisement needs to be done soon . . . I have also discovered that the weapon used to kill Lepo was not his own falx but a replica, a tawdry souvenir painted with the Greens’ colours. The object is now with the authorities. There were no identifying marks. I assume Lepo’s personal knife was at home. No doubt you sent it to the gods with him?’

Lepina Philocle nodded. I caught a swift glimpse again of her misery, as I had seen it at the viewing. I remembered my guess that she had laid out the corpse. I imagined she also arranged her grandson in state on his funeral bier yesterday, the last thing she could do for him.

I spoke more gently: ‘I am working on a theory. Will you tell me what went on when occult signs were deposited near the faction your son drove for? When Pedanius was with the Greens?’

The old woman dismissed that, almost angrily. ‘Nonsense may have occurred. It never signified.’

I raised my eyebrows. This meeting had become more combative than I had expected. ‘Forgive me if I disagree. Didn’t your son take against the Red faction at that time? Violently?’

Lepina became impatient with my line of discussion. She glared. ‘His gripe was purely personal.’

‘So personal that he seriously battered a groom called Kestutis? Incorrectly, people say. Kestutis had done nothing.’

‘Yes, he picked on the wrong man.’ The defensive mother rose from the chair where I had seated her. It was clear she was now leaving. I would not dissuade her. ‘We all make mistakes!’ Lepina Philocle declared, with a sigh, staring into the distance, as if her thoughts were riven by deep personal reminiscence. I wondered what she considered her own mistakes had been. Certain of rejection, I did not ask.

I followed the old lady through our atrium, rather than being allowed to escort her. She clambered into her palanquin unaided; the bearers seemed to know she was in a hurry to be gone.

When I turned back indoors, Suza was waiting on the step excitedly. ‘What’s eating you, girlie?’

‘Fornix—’

But before she could continue, we were hailed by Euthales, fast approaching. I thought Suza deliberately clammed up. She disappeared into the house, while I dealt with the secretary.

Proud of himself, he had brought me a copy of points he had picked out from the day’s Daily Gazette. I thanked him but prevented him lingering. I dispatched him on the same errand I had wanted yesterday: to visit the Zephyr, then try to find any hired chairmen from the night Lepo died, possible witnesses to whoever had followed him. He pulled a face, but this time deigned to accept my instruction, so off he went.

The notes he left were interesting.

 

•Surprise: at the funeral for Lepo, sources revealed Alceius had known his old faction would make another play for his return. Until his brother was cruelly slaughtered by unknown assailants, nothing progressed. Lepo’s loss changed everything. Pedanius and the Purples are keen to see Alceius in his home colour again, ideally as early as the Floralia games. Terms are drying on the scroll; he will drive quadrigae, where he hankers to lead the team. Where does this leave Cilo, until now the Purples’ most reliable four-horse challenger, with two hundred wins and placements behind him. Should the old-timer now hang up his whip?
•The Golds may expect to replace Alceius with Pacatus. Will it happen? Previously ‘rested’, with controversy among aficionados, Pacatus is known to have been strongly wooed by the Blues; yet new rumours persist that he has made himself available in discussions elsewhere.
•In social news: friends say the raven-haired heiress of Marcus Avitus is devastated by her separation from famous partygoing lover Agathon. Reasons for the sudden split have yet to emerge, while neither has named a new partner. Meanwhile, from an unknown hideaway, Agathon has let it be known he will now give his sole attention to his racing career. He has been offered a chance to finally end his long wait for a maiden quadriga run. A friend sent word on his behalf: ‘Driving in the Floralia Games, which my late father Nunianus won three times, will be a unique opportunity, especially with the Golds, a team with so much ambition. My goal is to contribute in every way and to continue showing my potential on the track. For me this is a dream come true.’
 

I smiled to myself. Could it be that my mama, who had only housed Agathon overnight, had nonetheless contrived one of her ‘little talks’ with him? Had Helena Justina lost no time in persuading him he would do better to break from Avita?

Indeed she had. What was more, Helena had no truck with permitting the famous young driver to mingle with her own daughters. Agathon was no longer at the townhouse. He had been delivered to me, along with our daily bread order. Helena had sent him up the hill in an apron, disguised as a helper for the ancient barrow-boy from the Cosconius bakery who supplied us all. During Lepina Philocle’s search for him, Agathon had been concealed with a shelf of split-topped cob loaves in a storeroom, protected behind the ample form of Fornix. Adorer of secrecy, Suza had not even revealed it to Euthales.

Excellent. We did not want the refugee’s whereabouts sold to the Daily Gazette.
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I summoned Fornix who, when prompted, produced Agathon like a honeyed ham. He had a cut above one eye, but it looked as if someone had bathed it. Before he could think up excuses, excuses about anything, I had him secured in my client room, where I had first interviewed him. He brushed breadcrumbs off his tunic guiltily.

‘Buck up, chuck! Another nice lady has your interests at heart . . . I believe my lovely mother has pushed ahead of me, sorting out your love life. She can be a hatchet-wielder but her understanding of human nature surpasses all. If Helena Justina has warned you to dodge the wagon king’s daughter, you do it, sweetheart.’

I could tell he was completely smitten with my mother. Perhaps it was because he had lost his own when young; he had been raised among other female relatives, but I had met his sister and aunt so I knew mine would have been a revelation.

‘Helena Justina says I am too young for romance,’ he confided urgently. ‘She understands how I want to devote myself to my career. She reckons Avita needs something of her own to do too.’

‘You drive. What is Avita good at?’ Not much, I thought.

Agathon was staring at a floor rug. He spoke from the heart. ‘Pushing people around.’

I managed not to laugh. ‘Maybe we can work on that for her!’ He looked surprised. ‘My mother is thorough. She won’t simply shunt you two apart, she will want to see you both discover some fulfilling alternative to a romance that is wrong for you. “Pushing people around”? Hundreds of activities deemed suitable for women will fit that. Would Avita be interested in religious work, perhaps? A temple cult? Dressing divine statues in their best earrings? Or perhaps good deeds for orphans?’

He shook his head, and we both laughed.

‘All right, never mind your luscious ex. What I really want to know, Agathon, is this: why is Lepo’s gritty grandma so determined to gain control of you ‒ and why are you having none of it?’

There was a silence.

‘Is it because the world believes you and Lepo were enemies, yet really you were close friends?’

Sullenly, he shook his head.

‘Is it because you know something unmentionable about the Purples?’

‘It might be.’

‘What?’

‘I can’t say! Ask them.’

‘They won’t tell me. Listen, lad. It was good that you were rescued from that fracas at the funeral ‒ incidentally, I understand why you went there. You had to pay your final respects to your dear friend. I hear the Purples accepted your presence. But I had Euthales watching, so I know that afterwards you couldn’t wait to escape from Lepina.’

‘I belong with the Golds!’ he burst out. Suddenly he went into professional blather, though I could see he believed it. ‘I have been with them my whole career. I can’t be lured off, not after they have supported me all along and trained me.’

Thinking he was no more than fourteen even now, so his debt only covered a couple of scant years, I murmured, ‘I heard that your brother-in-law trained you before his fatal crash. The Golds have looked after you well too?’

Agathon leaned forward, reciting passionately. ‘They run what they call a Platonic Academy for young drivers. Their coach, Coelus, is brilliant.’

‘I met Coelus.’

‘He will scout for talent. Then the training programme is designed to develop life and performance skills. The Purples claim Pedanius has all the know-how, but when Maximinus was with us, he and Coelus made an amazing combo. They were always building their drivers’ physical and mental strengths, aiming to prepare promising lads for biga competition, then for the upper levels of four-horse and beyond.’

A brainwash, yet I could believe it had worked. ‘Maximinus has since resigned, I read?’

‘He is a man of principle.’

‘Not many of those around!’

Agathon was hardly letting me get a word in. ‘I thought he was a lovely person. I was so sorry when he went. He developed a regime that has physical training, race philosophy, practice sessions and opportunities to gain all kinds of insights from the professional team. When I was learning, he was really helpful to me. I get depressed if I lose, but he taught me to expect some failures among the triumphs.’ This young man was seriously gushing. It was the most animated I had ever seen him. ‘I can still hear those words when I arrived: “We are very happy to welcome Agathon. He is a promising talent with natural speed, technical knowledge and a determined mindset. We shall make him a well-rounded athlete with strong track record, building his reputation and making him a role model for those who follow.” You see?’

‘I do indeed! Agathon, people suppose all a charioteer needs is the ability to drive fast.’

‘No, no!’ The young man was vehement. ‘It’s about fitness, and personal growth, plus courage and race craft. Coelus says, “Guiding young talent through challenging and competitive careers is not only a privilege, but a passion, the kind of passion we have to nurture and pass on.” ’

‘It sounds wonderful! I am proud that my husband is a Golds supporter . . .’ I hoped Tiberius was not called upon to pay for any of this. ‘So! You are governed by loyalty and gratitude to your faction. Despite this, the Purples want to poach you?’

‘Maybe. They won’t succeed. I couldn’t bear to climb the steps to claim a prize that ought to have gone to Lepo.’

‘Anyone who wins a festival race deserves the prize in his own right. Think of what it takes . . . And that is all? There was no other reason you jumped out of Lepina Philocle’s palanquin?’

He said not. I could find no reason, no reason at that stage, to disbelieve him.

 

Something else was bothering the young man. ‘Flavia Albia, what should I do about Avita’s pledge ring?’

‘Chuck it down a drain?’ I suggested facetiously.

The simple lad was horrified. ‘Oh, no!’

‘Give it to me, then. I can arrange to surrender it back to her. Hand it over. Do you want a receipt?’

‘No, I trust you.’

‘Never trust an informer. We earn our living by betraying people. What’s the big problem anyway?’

‘It has our initials. Double “A” entwined together. Besides,’ he added, with limpid innocence, ‘her father warned me not to lose it. Avita told me the matched pair cost him twenty thousand sesterces!’

It must have been the extortionate price that made me feel suddenly sick.
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I fought down my bile. The rich are different. They have no sense of proportion. Agathon and Avita had rings made from lustrous gold, naturally. The one I saw was of intricate design and immaculate craftsmanship, a beautiful symbol of love, loyalty and the union of partners in a lifelong commitment. Such a pity they had broken up! And so soon . . . ‘These were for wearing in public,’ Agathon confided. ‘We had another pair, made of iron, for home use.’

‘Sensible!’ Why hadn’t my husband and I thought of that? ‘While I have you here . . .’ I asked him what he could tell me about tension in the past between Pedanius, the Reds and the Greens. I thought his reaction looked shifty, yet I could not pin him down. He was too young to remember, or that was what he said. I let it go, because I realised if whoever killed Lepo was continuing some old feud, the murderer must be too old to be found among the biga drivers.

Shyly, Agathon asked me what I had learned about the murder. I described how his friend had been coming to see him at his sister’s house, planning a surreptitious wine-and-pie get-together. Agathon had never been told this; he became markedly distressed.

It made him the more determined to pursue his career, his first aim being to drive a quadriga at the Floralia Games. He wanted to dedicate a race to Lepo. If Alceius had made a move back to the Purples and uncertainty hung over Pacatus, the Golds needed to rebuild their driving team. ‘If we even have one!’ Agathon grumbled. Until strong new talent was injected, the future looked bleak. Even I could see that. I would be needed to soothe Tiberius Manlius, now I had seen how far he was committed to his team.

Juno! Even with my own simple circle of gold on my finger, I had become a typical keep-him-happy wife.

Once Tiberius returned from taking Gaius to school, we had to distract ourselves from worrying over our little one’s adventure. Tiberius went to see whether he carried enough clout to persuade the Golds to give Agathon a quadriga trial. Hoping they agreed – ‘Who else do they have?’ ‒ Agathon kept agitating about his lack of practice, so I would take him to his sister’s house to pick up his driving outfit, then on to the stables; if agreed, he could take a vehicle and four to the Trigarium.

His coming out into the open now seemed safe. Tiberius reported that anger on the streets seemed to have melted away. Lepo’s funeral had drawn a line: public interest had swerved to other things ‒ not least arguing over the Golds’ suddenly depleted team. Even with three days to go, all the talk was of chariots.

After we picked up Agathon’s gear without incident, I made him walk with me via a detour through the Forum. On the back wall of a temple, we found a lost-property notice: Ceramic wine jar lost in the Circus area after Robigalia. Finder’s reward if presented at the house of Pedanius. Lepina Philocle and her son had made good time in a follow-up to my hint.

Extracting chalk from my satchel, I made deletions and corrections: Blue glass wine flask with a Zephyr plaque. Reward if presented at the house of Manlius Faustus in the Thirteenth Region. Agathon looked horrified when I brazenly did this. I told him if he stuck with me, he might learn that life had many more excitements than he knew. Driving horses as fast as they would go was not the only fun to be had in Rome.

We also saw a Daily Gazette screamer:

 

Shock news! Pacatus rejects Golds,

shuns Blues’ advances, announces he will drive for the Reds!!!

 

Race tension was increasing. Even while I was standing there and reading this out to Agathon, someone came to add more:

 

Valla stuns! Comes out of retirement to drive again. The one-time champion who has a thousand wins and four hundred placements on his trophy shelf, has announced that in the Floralia he will pick up his whip again. The 39-year-old, who astoundingly turns 40 in August, will drive for the Blues as in the past. Old colleague Mysticus (37) said, ‘The jury may be out as to whether he has still got it. A period of retirement has made him appreciate how much driving means to him and how much he needs it. When he bursts out of the starting gates, it will look as if he has never been away.’ Old rival Virconius (35) added, ‘No one should underestimate us seniors.’

 

I finally confessed to my companion that my family were Blues supporters. Agathon was unimpressed.

 

I took him to the Golds’ faction headquarters, where Tiberius had succeeded in persuading them to promote the youngster. I handed him back into the care of the coach, Coelus. We agreed Agathon could safely resume his previous life, though temporarily staying at the stables rather than with his sister.

He did sheepishly ask whether anyone knew how Vibia Nunnia was. Colleagues joshed him: ‘Causing trouble as usual!’ They knew she wanted to drive in the Floralia, but the Blues were using the excuse that they had no decent horses for her. This came from a faction that would bring as many as two hundred horses to the Games. ‘She needs to sleep with a millionaire who will buy her some horseflesh of her own to play with!’

Agathon looked as if he would have liked to say something in Nunnia’s defence, but he kept quiet. He had rejoined his faction. He was part of the Golds again, locked and loyal in a bonded team.

A quartet of good-looking coppery chestnuts was brought up for him. Already in his charioteer’s outfit, he at once began to oversee harnessing them to a car; he never even said goodbye to me. He was lost in his happiness. He was going to drive a quadriga. He needed practice. Nothing ese mattered.

I heard Coelus exhorting, ‘They are talented horses and travel well. Good fluid movers. Alceius would have driven the true blacks, but we’ll probably put Pelagios with them. The decision lies with Memmius. He’s the boss, and I won’t cross him. We’ve got the three liver chestnuts and poor old Patch waiting in line, but they would be too strong for you.’

‘Do I have a chance?’

The coach kept talking, giving the young man briefing notes: ‘The Purples are looking very tight now. They’re fielding Lysander from Baetica, with Cilo and now Alceius. The Blues are totally fading out. They just brought Valla back, which says how desperate they are. The Greens will be as steady on the day as ever, the Whites could be tricky with Maraucius being too aggressive, and the Reds are just buggering about with their team, same as normal. You must do your best. Take your lead from Pelagios when you hit the track. Cover for him as he pushes through, and always listen for Gargilius telling you what’s going on behind – he’s the best hortator in the game. You know him and he will give you the right advice on pace and placing . . .’

Tiberius and I left them to it. We went home.

We might have gone somewhere else and stayed a long time, if we had known what would be waiting for us.

 

Dromo had let him in. Even Dromo had not left this person entirely alone but went up on the balcony and stared down watchfully.

He was a prim pikelet in a tunic that looked not entirely clean. He had tried to grow an irritating moustache and must have ignored his wife, mistress, mother, daughter, best friend and even his barber when they told him to shave it off. His voice was weedy. Even his character reeked of inadequacy. Despite his crumpled persona, he addressed us with the confidence of a man who had one thing strongly in his favour: it had to be imperial support.

Even Tiberius plunged into despondency. ‘Oh, Jupiter, what now?’

‘Domitian!’ I muttered.

Well, it had to happen.
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The flunkey omitted to name himself. I knew that type. Too fond of his security clearance. He hid his incompetence under a veil of official secrecy. Waiting for us had made him peremptory too. ‘You are the aedile?’

‘Manlius Faustus. Out of office. Time-expired.’

‘I believe you are conducting an inquiry into the death of the charioteer, Lepo?’

‘No. My wife is doing that.’ He indicated me with a hand. ‘Flavia Albia.’

‘Falco’s daughter!’

Embuggerance.

I said to my husband pointedly, ‘I shall take this visitor into my office, darling. I am sure our business won’t take long but can you stand in for me . . .’

Tiberius agreed to fetch Gaius from school. He took a cloak and left us.

I led the way. The imperial flunkey had to follow. I did not invite him to sit down, though I assumed my own chair, creating a Roman power contrast: a general sneering at a barbarian or a magistrate interviewing a crook.

I first asked whether he was from the intelligence bureau, the Chief Spy’s office on the Palatine that wasn’t supposed to exist? ‘My father was an associate of Claudius Laeta. I myself have worked with his son, Claudius Philippus.’ Or was he at the Castra Peregrina, the so-called Strangers’ Camp on the Caelian, whence sinister scouts brought from the provinces carried out secret surveillance on us citizens in Rome? ‘Commanded by my old friend, the Princeps Peregrinorum, “Nearly Nine Gongs” as I cheekily call him – while he awaits a last phalera to hang on his breastplate.’ Or perhaps the Praetorians? ‘I presume if you hail from the Urban Cohorts, Negridius would have brought you?’

After this statement of my connections, I folded my hands at my waist and waited.

The anonymous one had expected to be in charge of the conversation. He was good enough not to be thrown, but insufficient to stand up to me. ‘I work on assignment to Titinius Capito.’

‘Oh! The mighty Abascantus has finally been given the push?’ The Secretary of Petitions, Flavius Abascantus, had been one of the most powerful bureaucrats in Rome, directly serving the Emperor. I smiled as if sharing a confidence. ‘So disfavour has befallen him, like a pile of autumn leaves, from under which he is unable to wriggle? At least, not this time. Don’t bank on his disgrace continuing, is my advice. He may catch you out. He has resurrected himself before. Incidentally, O nameless emissary of the new boy Capito, if we are to discuss official business, I require that you label yourself. Identification, please!’

My attitude must have told him I was serious. He granted my request: ‘Titus Flavius Surricius.’ An imperial freedman. Post-Nero. The newer generation.

‘Thank you,’ I replied gently. ‘Flavia Albia, daughter of Didius Falco, though I work independently. I take it you are an intelligence agent?’ He did not deny it.

Positions were adjusted. I pointed to a seat, not an invitation but a command. My house, my system. Once again, I waited. He sat. He slumped slightly, like someone who spent too much time at tables, writing. He spoke good, neutral Latin and I could be sure his written work was impeccable.

‘Our Master,’ he began, though he did not complete Domitian’s preferred full title of ‘Our Master and God’. We were taking the official line: for a living emperor to call himself divine was unsuitable and unwelcome. Nevertheless, we knew what ours preferred. If I were to fling myself on the ground at his feet, Domitian would allow it, while of course modestly demurring. Our Master and Fake. ‘Our Master has been informed of a recent unfortunate event that affects his Purple chariot team.’ I noted ‘his’.

‘The murder?’

‘Domitian Caesar is extremely concerned.’

‘Understood.’

I understood something else too, before the agent told me. He, in his garum-stained tunic with his stupid lip decoration, had been ordered to take over my investigation into Lepo’s death.

Curses. In view of the tangles I had managed to uncover, in one way I might welcome shedding this. However, I had accustomed myself to the promise of a huge fee . . .

Surricius duly announced his brief. As is customary, it had been dumped on him with the implication he should do it as a personal favour to the Emperor. He would be hamstrung by Domitian’s need to appear impartial. It must not look as if the Emperor nursed a particular interest in one particular faction, so there could be no open acknowledgement of what Surricius would be doing . . . I sympathised. I made it insincere.

We started. He wanted to compel me to unload all my findings. There was a pile of my note-tablets on a small side-table, but I sent them no glances. I hoped he assumed it was laundry lists and menus. He, I noticed, wrote down no details. He listened, observed, presumably used his memory. The fact was, nobody who worked for the Palace would be a complete idiot. My father might say otherwise, but he was prejudiced – or, as he called it, experienced. Nonetheless, Palace freedmen were promising, ambitious people who received excellent training. Certainly, under Vespasian and Titus posts had been carefully filled. Domitian pored over promotions for long evenings by lamplight. Wise and energetic men were eager to serve him. They might not love or admire our current obsessive in the same way that they had admired Vespasian and Titus, but his staff were generally praised as competent.

In this situation, I took care to show no opposition. I chose what to reveal or conceal, while I also sought to pick the intruding bug’s brains for myself. He seemed frank in return. I was surprised at what he already had on file, and how his findings covered different aspects from mine.

We began with an outline of the victim’s family: famous, overbearing father, grandmother in the background, two talented sons, one estranged but now reconciled. I let him know I had been told (by whom? I could not remember) that not only was Alceius bawled at by Pedanius because of joining the Golds but there had sometimes been tension between Lepo and his father. Slightly to my surprise, Surricius reckoned he knew of it. ‘Seems to have sorted itself out naturally. Happens when young drivers are slaves. No right to finances, their owners and managers keep hold of their winnings, possibly embezzle them.’

‘Pedanius is a free citizen. So are his sons therefore.’

‘Exactly. He is also a stern father. Lepo lived expensively. But it looks as if there were enough sesterces swimming about. The Robigalia brought them a pile too. No, I have been looking into another aspect,’ Surricius declared. ‘I wondered whether older, more experienced drivers, those with quadriga status, might be jealous of an upcoming youngster who was about to threaten their position.’

‘Lepo was being held back. Still driving bigae. In itself it caused tension.’

‘Delay could not have been justified much longer. The Purples have a long-term man, Cilo, who might have felt his place was in danger, so I considered that.’ Surricius was speaking quietly, even-paced and believable. ‘Was he unhappy? However, in my view after talking to him, Cilo is satisfied with his career to date and will be content to retire whenever Pedanius feels able to release him.’

‘He wants a less dangerous job, training, I expect. It’s a usual route.’ I felt slightly miffed that this man, who could not even select a flattering style for his facial hair, had interviewed suspects I had so far missed. I moved on: ‘I have looked at whether his brother Alceius had any quarrel with Lepo, but Alceius was driving for the Golds, happily at the time. Nobody says Lepo was jealous of him, or the other way round. They socialised together. They regularly drank at the same bar. There were vague plans for that on the night Lepo died, only Alceius didn’t go.’

‘Oh? Where was he?’

‘Celebrating with his faction. Plenty of witnesses. I checked.’

Surricius accepted my work with a small nod. ‘You found the knife, I understand? The murder weapon?’ He must have been talking to the Urbans too: Tiberius had given the falx to Negridius.

I chose not to implicate anyone at Xero’s, mentioning instead that it was a basic commercial product, of the kind sold to supporters as souvenirs. I said it was cheap, but Surricius disagreed. ‘Oh, those items are never cheap, Flavia Albia. The market in mementos is extremely significant. Sellers price up merchandise to match a high demand.’

‘Boys’ toys!’

‘Did you find the bangle stall?’ he threw in.

‘The stall at the crime scene? No. I saw it when the body was there, but later I never managed to locate it.’

‘Turno’s.’ Surricius continued to floor me. I was thrown by his possession of so many details, especially ones that were new to me. ‘He is an interesting character, though a complete loser. We found the stall on the other side of the Circus. He had transferred it on the day the corpse was discovered, thinking that was enough to hide it and keep him out of our vision. Simple thing. Two wheels and a stand. Horrible merchandise. My men gave it a going over but found traces of blood only on one wheel. We knew that must be Lepo’s. Nothing else of interest.’

I forced myself to look approving. ‘I presume this Turno of yours never saw anything when Lepo was attacked?’

‘I wouldn’t call him mine!’ he sparred reprovingly. I could have been an apprentice making rash judgements. ‘But yes, that is what he says.’

‘You believe him?’

‘Oh of course!’ If I really saw this as a dubious assumption, he didn’t notice. At last, I had found a flaw in Surricius. When it came to his bureau’s standing and his own position in it, the man was a simpleton. ‘He is never going to lie to a Palace agent, is he?’

Oh, never! I cheered up. Given Turno’s name, I could find and double-check evidence with him. We would see what happened then.

The agent and I churned down a few more blind avenues. Since I never had much love for the occult, I did pass on to him the tales I had been told about how the Greens had received curse tablets to scare their drivers, because of which Pedanius had wrongly punished a groom from the Reds. But Surricius turned the tables on me again.

‘Flavia Albia, it sounds as if someone is having you on! What actually happened was that a rival spoke out – may have been from the Reds, I don’t know who it really was, and in my view it’s now irrelevant. Pedanius was highly successful. He had a decent career, repeatedly taking prizes. I imagine you know that? Whatever anybody thinks of him, whatever his character as a man and a team leader, at the time he knew how to drive better than anyone else on the circuit. What annoyed him was a direct personal attack that challenged his reputation by questioning his “achievements”.’ Surricius finally dumped his message: ‘He was never cursed. He was accused of winning his races with the use of dark instruments and magic.’
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I managed to seem calm, though I saw this as pigeonshit. ‘Io! Do you think he did?’

Surricius dropped his gaze. ‘My assessment is that Pedanius would rather have triumphed through using his talent, which no one can deny was genuine. But that won’t rule out someone else having tried to “help” him. With, or without, his knowledge.’

‘Any idea who?’

‘No evidence.’

‘Suggestions?’

‘No.’

‘Is this kind of thing still going on?’

‘It’s endemic,’ Surricius said decisively. ‘Several factions are thought to have supporters who write curses. Have you uncovered anything?’

‘I have heard gossip that when there was a false start in the last Robigalia race the Blues might have won ‒ ought to have done – but their first chariot was damaged, with horses lost and a driver badly affected. Magic practices aren’t blamed, but physical sabotage is suspected.’

‘Who did win?’ snapped in Surricius.

‘Afranius, I believe. The Greens.’ It seemed a long time ago now that Tarsas had told me the other faction stole it.

‘The Greens’ first driver! Did the Greens fix the false start?’ Surricius demanded eagerly. ‘Well, they are the Blues’ traditional rivals. And bloody good!’ he added, as if he were a Greens supporter. ‘Hardly needing mechanical help.’

I said nothing.

He went a step back. ‘Well – Pedanius using dark forces? I wonder! I recommend that as we go forward you continue to work on that.’

‘Going forward?’ I asked, not liking his supervisory tone. ‘Are you not supposed to expunge me from enquiries?’

In amazement, I heard that there was no dismissal. I would be building on my work so far and proceeding, though with new clients. One client, specifically. The one I didn’t want. It started with Surricius saying, ‘You have assisted Claudius Philippus, you told me?’ In fact, Philippus assisted me; I had picked his brains sometimes for my own purposes.

Palace records seemed to indicate something different. They must have been positive, because now I was to press on officially, acting for an unspecified department, with what Surricius called ‘the usual fee structure’. ‘Paid two years too late?’ I quipped. He looked pained. I said baldly, ‘You must be very new to the job, if you don’t know about the Vespasianic time-delay on imperial debts.’

‘Is that why your father stopped accepting commissions?’ he asked.

‘No. My father inherited a fortune. He no longer needed to risk his life for no thanks, no notice, and nothing in his bank box. He never actually told Vespasian to stuff any future offers down the Palatine’s sixteen-seat latrine ‒ but the old Emperor knew. He had squeezed his last sweat out of Falco. Neither of his sons need bother asking.’

‘Your father was rewarded with equestrian status,’ Surricius pointed out sniffily. He had seriously researched my family. Since he answered to a paranoid tyrant, I did wonder anxiously what dirt he had on us.

I told him to learn the difference between ‘reward’ and ‘due recompense’. ‘My father earned his elevated rank through diligent labour on Vespasian’s tax extraction in the great census. For that he had to struggle in partnership with a man he loathed for many reasons, the despicable Anacrites.’

‘Ah, Anacrites! Now there’s a name from the past . . . I am sure you will earn your fee on this!’ concluded the agent, eliding smoothly into the kind of flattery that makes me feel sick. I really was feeling sick again, although I knew it was not his fault.

‘I imagine I shall have to.’

‘Domitian is unforgiving of failure. Try not to fail!’ The Emperor’s agent had a very patronising smirk.

In my family, for good reasons, we tried to avoid anything to do with Domitian. My father knew things about him that the public had not guessed – even though people said the Emperor was becoming crueller. I rose to my feet, ending the conversation: ‘If I absolutely have to be hired by the Palace, one thing I insist on. I do not want my father, Falco, ever to find out!’

‘What about your husband?’ quavered Surricius. I was a married woman. This was protocol.

‘He will hate it, but don’t worry. I shall tell him myself.’

I managed to dispatch Surricius when we heard little Gaius shouting excitedly as he came home from school. Time had to be given to hearing about his first lessons. We also had to comfort his little brother because Lucius thought he was losing out.

As far as we could tell, Gaius had enjoyed it, though he seemed surprised to hear he had to go back again next day. Gently we started the process of explaining the big lesson: that life involves tedious labours in a process that is never-ending.

Gaius looked horrified, while ‘I’m not doing that!’ bragged Lucius, supposing he might have a choice.

Dromo, who had a kind heart, consoled them. ‘Don’t worry. You get to eat a lot of cakes.’ Where had that come from?

 

‘Double fees?’ queried Tiberius later, apparently unfazed.

I gazed at his strong face with those quiet grey eyes that were uncommon in the Empire. I hoped mine looked sweet and innocent, though I guessed not entirely. ‘That would be reprehensible, love!’

He was plebeian, from working stock, and Roman too. He had been a magistrate, but he was a contractor now. Fake invoices were routine in the building trade. Persuading different customers to pay for the same thing would just be canny marketing. ‘Two-timing the Palace? I don’t see why that’s wrong,’ he said.







The fourth day of the Ludi Floralia

Kalendis Maias

Tipster talk: Frugal chief Memmius of the depleted Golds has been seen talking to Pelagios, a recent hope of the Whites, and has made no secret of his desire to attract the Thracian to their team. Pelagios has been criticised for his driving, with one pundit claiming that he ‘will cause a huge accident sooner or later’. The Whites are said to be relying on firm fixture Maraucius, though also dicing with a move for their biga hot tip Bion, or Prosius. As decisions become lively, the Greens are steady with Afranius, Geta and Aper. After reconnecting with Alceius, the Purples have confirmed Lysander for their third car, though both the Blues and the Reds remain mired in uncertainty.

All in all, an exciting moment for those who want a flutter!
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Surricius had stipulated I had to make daily progress reports; obviously they were intended for Our Master. The Palace loner would be squinting at my words, with a baleful desire to see what had transpired in his prized new factions.

Still, fending off a client never bothered me. With no task immediately calling, I spent that evening knocking up a batch of bland communiqués for future use. I knew how. My mother had taught me. I soon produced a neat pile to be delivered at the rate of one a day. There are numerous variants on ‘Enquiries continue on previously determined lines; outlook optimistic; full confidence of a speedy resolution.’ These can be tossed out like Saturnalia nuts, even if you have done nothing. Ask any lawyer’s scribe.

It is always worth providing a progress report, because sometimes what you have promised may really happen. If not, I just had to hope for exile, not execution.

 

I was hoping for no physical clues, yet very early next morning I found one. It was May Day. Two more to go before the chariot races at the Floralia. I intended to revisit the Circus Maximus, looking for bangle stalls. Wanting to do this before the crowds made moving around difficult, I rose alone while it was still dark. As I was sipping a beaker of honeyed mulsum, my ears caught banging at our back door.

When I looked out through the squint, I could see the top half of a neighbourhood scruff, a boy in the age range of eight to eleven, who claimed he had come to return something. He had been banging because he was too short to reach the bell rope. So much was my mind on the case, I automatically assumed someone had answered my notice in the Forum; he must be bringing the Zephyr’s blue glass flagon. Perhaps foolishly, I opened up. But all he had was a bucket.

He could see my confusion. He said Rodan had lent it to him. This postulant had started out brazen but now looked shy. Even so, he ventured, ‘Is there any more stuff?’

‘To take away in your bucket? Or apparently it’s ours!’ I hardly dared ask but had to: ‘It’s become a bit smelly. Whatever had Rodan sold you in this?’ His courage was fading. He became loath to say. Silence would produce nothing from me, though. ‘Explain!’ I commanded.

‘Well,’ he murmured awkwardly, ‘it’s like gladiators’ sweat.’

I laughed. ‘Surely our horrible doorkeeper wasn’t passing off exorbitantly priced Odour of Rodan?’

I have to grit my teeth to explain this horror. For innocent readers in barbarian countries: in Rome, it was a ridiculous fad to purchase very small glass phials of substances that purported to be scraped-off perspiration from popular gladiators. Both men and women fell for it. Men thought that drinking or rubbing on the elixir, which was sold at the back doors of gymnasia for eye-watering sums, would impart to them their heroes’ power and skill. I have no idea what women thought.

Sometimes, perhaps, the liquid sold was genuine. Often not, of course.

‘He wasn’t,’ said the runt on my doorstep. ‘But this is just the same, innit?’

‘How?’

‘Customers buy special products.’

‘What products?’

‘You won’t like it!’

‘I am tougher than you think. I have lived in Britain.’

‘You a druid?’

‘If I tell you, I shall have to cut off your head with a golden sickle by moonlight. Speak up. What did you come here to buy?’

‘You asked for it.’ His answer was both obvious and horrible. ‘Dung.’

Because I am a practical woman, my first thought was, however could Rodan have been selling animal excrement, when we owned no horses and our only donkey had been pulling a cart laden with tufa on a clifftop in Campania? Even our dogs, Barley and Draco, had been away on holiday.

‘Any particular kind of dung?’ I was stalling.

‘Horses’ poo. Like in the chariots.’

‘How could Rodan supply that?’

‘I dunno. He just said he could. He must have gone down to the stables and got it.’

Not Rodan. More likely he went out at dusk with a spade and scraped up whatever he found on the street by our house. ‘What do people want it for? Fertilising plants in urns?’

‘Me, I’ve got an apothecary, making medicines out of it. He calls it a special ingredient from the most sought-after horses, then he charges squillions.’

‘People are eating it? That’s sick!’

‘No, usually they are,’ the runt corrected me gravely.

I had my satchel slung around me ready for work, so I gave him a copper before I tried to send him packing. I thanked him for his honesty in returning our receptacle.

‘That’s a good bucket!’ he told me admiringly, lingering. He was basically a friendly little tyke. He did not even seem to realise I might fear he was here to steal the silver.

‘Campania bronze.’ His look said that if he had known this, he would have sold the bucket. ‘If I upturn it, you will see that someone has punch-marked the base with owner initials: JT.’

‘Who’s that?’ he asked conversationally. He had a tyke’s innocent curiosity.

‘Junilla Tacita. My grandmother. After she passed away, everyone was grabbing items they swore she had always promised them. The bucket and a rug were my legacy. Moths made the rug fall apart, so I’m glad you have returned my bucket.’

‘That’s very interesting.’

‘I agree. This is a good bronze receptacle my father bought in Capua many years ago. I know it all too well. It survived being used when I had to be washed down from head to toe after I had amoebic dysentery.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Vicious diarrhoea.’

The neighbourhood tyke jumped back, horrified.

The bucket had returned home with a filthy residue but would clean up with a little effort. I might have been born in Britain, but I was a Roman now. I had a good appreciation of anything old: my heritage. A dung bucket.

 

Our visitor had a new demand: ‘Rodan died, didn’t he?’ I nodded. The boy grabbed his chance: ‘You must be looking for a new porter then?’

He had caught me by surprise. ‘We are thinking about it.’

‘Go on, you know I’ll be just what you want!’ He was about waist high, skin and bone, and would be horribly rude to visitors. Then he would grow bored with the job and would flit, taking valuables and food, not to mention our goodwill.

‘Can you write?’

‘No. Why?’

‘For messages.’

‘You can teach me. Anyway, I’ve got a brilliant memory.’

‘What’s your name?’

‘Tonthorizos.’

‘That’s a grand mouthful.’

‘He said it means Mumbles.’

‘Mumbles?’

‘Because I speak up.’

‘Oh, it’s irony! What are you called really?’

‘I dunno. Probably Titus.’ Since Rome acquired the Flavian dynasty, all of whom had the same praenomen, persons called Titus had dappled the Empire like an allergic rash. This hopeful sprite must be a slave because he added, ‘No one ever told me.’

‘Does somebody own you? The Tonthorizos man?’

‘Not now they don’t.’

‘How come?’

‘I ran away.’

‘Would you run away from us?’

‘No, because you wouldn’t own me. Go on, say yes!’

I said, like a well-conditioned wife, that I would have to ask my husband.

‘I can ask him for you. Where is he?’

‘Still in bed.’

‘Can you get him up?’

‘You really want this job, don’t you?’

‘You bet! Rodan said it’s wonderful. You have your own hut to live in, a stool to go to sleep on while you’re pretending to work, free food, the key to the wine cupboard, and not much to do. When everyone in the house is fast asleep, you can go out to the Spotty Goat on the donkey. If you get too drunk, the donk finds its own way home and brings you back.’

I told Tonthorizos that, given these appealing terms, we had a long list of applicants. He remained cheerful. He assured me he was the best I could get so he would call back another day.

Tiberius was in fact already up, I discovered. He said he was meeting my father and, since he was togate, I guessed today was Rodan’s funeral.
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I spent time that day flogging around the corridors under the Circus Maximus as shops and kiosks opened or barrows were being wheeled into place. I bought a breakfast bun from a man with a tray of lukewarm snacks but only ate a quarter of it. Unless my taste buds had died, its main content was a leather window cloth.

I looked at a lot of stuff I would never waste money on, stuff my mother would disapprove of, stuff for which I could see no possible use, stuff that already appeared broken. Sellers varied from feeble to occasionally aggressive. None owned up to knowing the man called Turno, though they probably all did. By the end of my search I was fairly convinced I had either arrived too early or he was taking a day off from selling pebble pendants and red-eyed snake bracelets. Turno was not there.

It was possible, indeed probable, that the heavies Surricius had brought in to explore his stall had trashed it. Maybe Turno had no stock left or nowhere to sell it from.

Maybe he easily tired of aggressive interrogation. If the intelligence service had queered my pitch, I stood no chance of persuading him to tell me whether he had seen who struck Lepo down. It was easy for any informer to think he didn’t unwind for Surricius, but I am different. I have skill. I have subtle intelligence. Witnesses warm to me in special ways. I can crack him.

Not happening. I had lost my patience so I went home. When one lead withers, try another.

That supposes another comes to you.

Sometimes, however, new clues surprise you. At our house, after I let myself in, I walked through the silent atrium into the courtyard and there, suitably placed on our small wine table, stood a pretty blue glass flagon.

 

Servata’s win on the horses had been well spent: it was a pleasing piece of work. The blue colour mimicked lapis lazuli; the plaque had an identifiable zephyr, only a stopper was missing. So was any wine it had recently contained.

Dromo had found it. He said it had been left on a step in our front porch, by itself, with no message.

‘Come here!’

‘What for?’

‘I want to sniff your breath . . .’

‘What for?’

‘Because the last time this flagon was seen, it was full of wine. I hope you haven’t drunk it?’

‘I never! The jug was like that when I picked it up. Empty.’

It was clean. ‘Has Fornix washed it?’

‘No.’ Dromo would not have done.

Somebody had. Someone ‒ and I presumed it was Lepo’s assailant ‒ had stolen his flagon, drunk the wine he was going to share with Agathon, then nicely cleaned his vessel as if they intended to continue using it.

Taking it was a motive. Returning it was odd. They must have seen my Forum appeal. I had offered a reward, yet they had not stayed to ask for it. Had conscience made them bring the flagon to me? That would not fit with a thief who was also such a violent killer. If the thief was not the killer, maybe the real killer was second on the scene, the thief saw him and was now terrified.

 

I took her glass flagon back to Servata at the Zephyr.

It being not quite evening, the bar still looked closed and she wasn’t there. Porcius, the dreadlocked waiter, was playing with a shelf of beakers, lining them up in different ways, like a child arranging toys. When I said why I had come, he fetched Servata from somewhere nearby.

She held the vessel lovingly, turning it between her hands. With a deep sigh, she said she would not be using it again but would keep it on a high shelf as a memorial.

I apologised for its missing stopper. Servata assured me that Lepo wasn’t taking his wine on a long sea voyage so he hadn’t needed an impervious resin seal. All they would have given him that night to stop loss as he walked was a twist of rag, pushed in with a wooden peg.

‘I am thinking, Albia, when he found Xero’s pie shop wasn’t open, he pulled out the peg himself. Then he stood there, having a little quaff to console himself, before he moved on. Or intended to.’

I found that idea realistic – and horrible. With his head tipped back to gulp down some wine, Lepo would have been offering his throat when his killer appeared out of the darkness.

‘Better not think about it.’ Servata put down the fine blue glass, then asked kindly how my inquiry was going. I saw no reason to prevaricate. I told her that her nephew Agathon was in the clear as a suspect, so he was now in safe custody with his own faction and about to race in a quadriga in two days’ time.

‘Promoted at last? His first outing! The scamp could have let his old auntie know!’

‘Forgive him. When I left him at the stables, he was so taken up with excitement, he could think of nothing else. How will his sister take it?’ I wondered.

‘Badly.’

‘She yearns for a place herself in the four-horse races?’

‘She can’t get one. It’s hopeless. The Blues have a couple of hundred horses but they are being mean. “We can’t afford to have you ruin them!” Nunnia has no supporter with the cash to set her up. She rides with two greys – and only two. There’s a black going spare at the stables, though one of his legs is lame. If she had a promising four, all her own, nobody could refuse her because they know her talent. But without a team, the Blues can keep saying no.’

‘Maybe a sponsor can be found at the last minute.’

‘Maybe Iris will jump out of a rainbow!’

While we were sighing over the problem, Servata changed the subject, asking more about how I thought Lepo had come to be killed. She wanted gossip. I gave her some. I mentioned the old story about Pedanius. ‘A colleague just told me the Greens were once being harassed with occult symbols and some unknown person accused Pedanius of winning his races with witchcraft.’

‘Oh, that!’ Servata seemed familiar with it.

‘I assume you know Pedanius?’

‘And his mother!’ I remembered how Lepina Philocle had spoken disparagingly of Agathon’s relatives during our discussion at my house. I thought it best not to say this, let alone that she had called Servata ‘the tavern trollop’.


‘Tell me?’

‘We used to have a women’s gossip group.’

It sounded like ours at Prisca’s baths. Apparently female race supporters once held regular gatherings. Because charioteers were despised, this mixed group, drawn from all of the factions, had lacked the cachet of, say, the Good Goddess cult, a snooty clique patronised by Rome’s more élite women. Entry to Servata’s club was open to anybody who had faction links. They held what were called ‘harmless little sessions’: seances with mystic voices allegedly called up by a mad old woman, spirits who were supposed to announce which chariots were good to bet on. Servata chuckled. ‘It was a laugh, really. No one ever won any money. That time I got lucky, and I bought my blue flagons, I had had a cold and didn’t even go to a meeting. I picked my own charioteer. I just liked the look of him. All of us knew the voices at the seances were the crazy crone’s nephew and niece doing squeaky wailing from behind a curtain.’

The group had now become defunct, after hard feeling that involved Lepina Philocle. ‘She flounced off in a huff.’ Servata was disapproving. ‘We weren’t pleased with her, either. Most of us thought it was difficult enough on the track. The old crone made contact with the spirits, or said she did, but it was only a bit of fun for us. We didn’t want any spooky goings-on with the faction teams. Nobody liked that – it did happen. No one was ever named, of course, but we all knew witchcraft was being used. Absolutely not needed. Pedanius was a superb driver. I never took to him, but he was so bloody good, Albia. He ought to have been left to show his skill naturally.’

I threw in what I had been told. ‘Someone was making spells to help him win?’

‘They certainly were.’

I was imagining this must be the mystic old crone, or similar. ‘And his mother knew?’

‘Did she heck! Lepina Philocle? She was the one doing it.’
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That stunner had me wondering. However, I could see no way in which it could be linked to the murder of Lepo.

‘Did Pedanius know at the time what his mother was up to?’

‘Oh, yes.’ Servata settled her bulk more comfortably. ‘He beat up that man in the Red stables first, but soon afterwards he found out the truth. I don’t know what went on between him and his mother, but he brought her to live in his own house. His second wife had died by then so Lepina could look after things.’

‘Giving Pedanius more oversight of her.’

‘Controlling her, you mean?’ Servata scoffed, while in the background her waiter Porcius sniggered. There was little love lost here for the combative Pedanius. ‘She helped with his boys. He’s always so busy giving them instructions for faster driving, he needs someone to check they have clean tunics and get their bad teeth pulled.’

‘What about those boys, Alceius and Lepo? Were they aware of their grandma’s dark arts?’

‘They had enough to cope with. Domineering papa always on about their racing, lost their mothers, too – both decent women. At least Lepina was good with them, and motherless boys aren’t easy.’

I gazed at her. I was not so much questioning what she had said as dwelling on my own experience of motherless boys. Servata might have misinterpreted my expression because, in the way she had, she backtracked feebly. ‘Well, all right! To tell you the truth, the boys did know. But the only time I ever heard them with their heads together over it, Alceius and Lepo actually thought it was funny – their grandma sticking pins in nasty dolls, trying to beef up their father, who had self-belief enough without her meddling. They didn’t dare talk about it at home, so they had a giggle in a corner here one day.’

‘I can imagine . . . Not an obsession, though?’ I queried. ‘Nothing long term? Festering?’

‘Oh, no. Once said, twice forgotten.’

The family all lived together nowadays, in a home that seemed well run and was certainly luxurious. I had myself observed perfectly smooth relations between Pedanius and his mother. Spells could have been what Lepina Philocle was referring to when she had sighed over some mistake she regretted. But if she had now ceased to interfere, why would her past actions have caused a situation in which Lepo had been killed?

The only possibility I could envisage was that an outsider, knowing about the old accusations, had tried to revive the witchcraft claim. Someone stirring up new trouble could have lied about either son’s driving being helped by the occult. Or perhaps they attacked Pedanius over his role as dominus factionis. With its political overtones, he was vulnerable to a charge like that. Creeps were always whispering poison in Domitian’s ear – he practically kept an appointment diary at the Palace for informants coming to tell him lies. Still, logically, defamation was more likely to make Pedanius attack whoever he thought was behind it.

‘Plenty of people dislike the man’s behaviour,’ I said to Servata, ‘but does he have really dangerous enemies?’

‘Not that I know.’ Servata paused. ‘Though why would I? We have never mingled.’

‘Did you go to Lepo’s funeral?’

‘No. My sad old legs aren’t up to all the standing.’ It sounded like an excuse. She was undoubtedly fond of both brothers, though with a partiality towards Lepo. ‘I am auntie by blood to Agathon and Nunnia, but not him, the poor shoot. I spoiled him whenever I could because he was mates with our Agathon, but I had no claim on him. Besides, I hate funerals. I believe the soul only exists in the living person. What they burned on the Trigarium was bones, with no sense and no feeling. The Lepo I was fond of was gone, died at the Circus after the Robigalia.’ Her voice rose angrily as she suddenly leaned towards me. ‘And I would be obliged, Flavia Albia, if you would hurry up and find out for me what despicable bastard did that!’

I tried to look like an investigator who was hurrying. She was vehement, so it was no time to murmur that events and clues have to be followed up at their natural pace.

Porcius was the kind of young waiter who occupied himself picking strands out of his counter-wiping cloth. All the same, while he was doing so he probably eavesdropped on customers. He had been listening in to us. Now he piped up: ‘There was one fellow who annoyed Pedanius and was just as annoyed at him.’

‘You’re talking nonsense,’ sniped the bar-owner. ‘How many times do I have to tell you? It’s not your job to be fanciful. Stop making up stories.’

I raised a hand to intervene. Soothing Servata while needing to end her objections, I pleaded with Porcius to explain.

Porcius flung his long hair around as usual, then enjoyed himself taking an invented podium. ‘Well, listen, Albia. There is this man, this man I’ve learned about. He never comes here himself but I once heard someone who had drunk too much rabbiting on about him and his schemes, while he was sliding off a bench over there and dribbling.’

‘That sounds good, Porcius! Apart from the dribble, it’s perfect.’

‘The schemer, don’t ask me who he is because I don’t know his name, the schemer wanted some deal with Pedanius. Pedanius had bawled him out. Totally told him to get lost. Sent him packing nastily.’

‘What was the deal he wanted?’

‘A deal. I don’t know. I don’t know about deals.’

‘All right. What was the connection between this nameless schemer and the one who was sliding off the bench?’

‘Oh, him! He fell right off. That must have been what made him realise he was saying things he should not. A big bump, as he landed on the floor, then he shut up quick and made a bolt for it.’

‘But who was he?’ I kept my cool, just about.

‘I don’t know. People don’t tell me who they are. I’m the waiter. What they tell me is what they want to eat and drink and how they don’t want to pay the proper price – anyway, they’ve left their purse at home. What they ask is the way to the lavatory. What they try on is to drink up quick, then go out the back and do a runner.’

‘That doesn’t work,’ explained Servata, gleefully, ‘because I don’t only have Porcius, I’ve always got Diogenes. He stands out the back and catches any moonlit flitters.’

I commented that, unless he was the famous cynic who lived in a barrel, I had never met Diogenes. Servata and Porcius chorused happily that that was because their Diogenes was always on duty out the back. Anyway, forget the barrel, he lived in Applepicker Alley.

So, I pressed on valiantly, Porcius was an observant young man so had he ever seen the dribbling bench-slider before. Oh, yes, he came in quite a lot. Could the waiter provide a description of this fellow? He could. Porcius used his own words, but near enough repeated what I had already noted for myself: the dribbling man had a shiny bald head, pale eyes and a big bushy red beard; the beard looked dyed.

Before I could react, Servata groaned loudly. ‘Oh, gods, not him. He’s an idiot! He supports the Reds, pathetic louse. He hangs around, trying to glimpse any charioteers. We know him all right, Albia. It must be that creep Nassonius.’

That was great. I knew who he was now. I had seen him myself, so if our paths crossed again I would recognise him. Nassonius, the crazy racing hobbyist. Identified.

Now all I had to do was the difficult part: I had to find him.
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I did not relish another trip to the Circus Maximus, to look for yet another man who was keeping in the shadows. If Nassonius realised he was under suspicion, he might shave off that giveaway beard, although I thought he would hate to do it. The appendage was his proud public symbol of support for his faction – so much so, I had been mildly surprised he had not added red tattoos for more signs of his deluded love for his team.

Today in the Floralia there would be another programme of dramatics and dancing. Nassonius might not even bother to attend until the races in two days’ time. Then I was bracing myself for another pointless wander around the Circus corridors. I saw no point in going inside to cruise the stands – it would take for ever. I would be exhausted if I tried it, staring at an audience that was sometimes said to number a quarter of a million. Other fanatics might have coloured hair, too many to make Nassonius stand out.

No way out: I would have to ask the Reds.

 

On the verge of another faction visit, I was schooling my nose for the noxious smells of stables, not to mention those other stinks of lobbying, treating, patronage and procuring. A familiar figure hove into view. As he lolled against the Zephyr’s streetside counter, I realised it was Euthales. He had finally turned up to ask about chairmen. Since I was inside the bar, half hidden by Servata, he did not immediately see me, so I stayed quiet to watch him talking to Porcius.

His method was to pretend to be ordering a drink, though I noticed he never specified what he wanted – that trick meant he could avoid paying for anything. He picked at the free saucer of olives, however, bolting them fast with a casual air. He was open, seemingly honest, possessed of a curious charm and yet indefinably devious. He appeared neat enough, yet shabby enough to do the job. He wasted minimal time on the weather and trade before slyly getting down to business. Once he began, he asked sensible questions, then listened to replies without giving any undue weight. I still thought he would make a good informer’s assistant.

Porcius, though young, had possibly worked in a bar since he could toddle. He had met scroungers and chancers before; he knew all the deflection techniques. The result was an enjoyable duel, but one with the dreariest upshot: no details of transportation on the night of Lepo’s death were passed over.

I stood up. ‘Good try, sad conclusion, Euthales!’

Servata was hiding a smile. Porcius jerked the olives away from their fake customer, then shook the remnants into a none-too-clean palm and polished them off in one mouthful himself. He did not smirk; he did not need to.

I was now taking my leave. Outside the bar, I told Euthales I would be visiting the Reds but would manage unescorted. I was conscious that inside my satchel, carefully wrapped in lambswool, packed in a little lidded pot and parcelled, I was carrying Avita’s ring. I asked Euthales whether hacking for the Daily Gazette had given him any clue to where Avita lived. He was unsure, leaving my only hope to ask Kalmis. Nestled into the Carinae, her beauty parlour lay beyond the Forum, a long way in the opposite direction from the Zephyr or from the racing stables.

‘I could always hire a chair, I suppose!’ I remembered how long it had taken me last time, when I travelled from the Carinae to a faction stable. Aware I was jibing at his failure in the task I had asked for, Euthales offered to spare me the trouble. He would induce Kalmis to tell him where Avita might be, or he would even hike out to her father’s house on the Pincian – though that might be unnecessary. Now she had been jilted, poor unhappy Avita was probably living in the beauty parlour full time, needing incense, head massages, hot stones, slatherings of potions and endless mindless discussions of how badly she had been treated.

There is only so much an informer can manage in a day, especially when pounding the hard stone pavements of Rome. I felt daunted. In contrast, once free of the Camillus home, Euthales never seemed to care how long he stayed out. He was keen to help, though for my own protection I conducted a basic check: ‘Does Quintus Camillus send you to his banker when he makes a deposit or needs cash?’

‘I am his trusted envoy,’ intoned the slave, with a flick of sarcasm.

‘Of course you are!’ Ha! My relatives were innocents.

Suppose Agathon had still been lodged with them: I could believe the Camilli might have trusted Euthales with carrying Avita’s ring. However, I decided that for me the love token was too expensive to assign to a slave, especially someone else’s. It wouldn’t even be fair on him. I kept it. Then I rethought my plan to go alone to the Reds’ stable. I hired a chair and I did take Euthales.

 

The Blues and Greens, where I had already visited, had always been the two largest factions, so they had the most extensive premises. The Purples and Golds, with Domitian’s heavy backing, had built formally and glamorously. The Reds and Whites, older but poorer and smaller, had the lesser stables, I could now see, although imposing enough. Even theirs took up a lot of ground. During festivals they might want to house more than a hundred horses. Think about it: twenty-four races on an average day, each faction allowed three chariots, each quadriga pulled by four horses. The factions had to allow for animals being hurt or even killed, so to fulfil their quota in a full race programme they needed plenty of spares. In any case, during the intense scrutiny that preceded each race, horses would often be swapped out at the last minute. Between festivals there would be many fewer in Rome, but today every stable was packed to capacity. So, even the despised Reds possessed a building like a barracks. It had an aura of internal bustle and looked heavily guarded.

Euthales and I had paused outside, in mutual uncertainty. I started by giving a gatekeeper a description of Nassonius. Po-faced, he shook his head. As usual, supporters were gathered in the street, so Euthales walked over to talk to them. None looked right. In fact, although I could see scarlet or cherry-juice cloaks and tunics, no one boasted a ridiculous beard or other faddish accessories. Hanging about during prior excitement before the Floralia, these were ordinary workers who had finished for the day, fresh from a wharf or workshop. I categorised Nassonius as a loner; they might not even know him. It was possible no other supporters ever talked to him.

I was starting to feel I should have taken more notice. Suddenly this peculiarity was no longer a menace but a suspect. Was Nassonius so obsessed that he had picked up on the Reds’ old strife with Pedanius? He would know of the Kestutis incident. A long time had passed, but murderers can brood. Barmily loyal to his faction, would he have attacked the Purples or Pedanius himself, even to the extent of killing Lepo?

Perhaps he had thought his faction needed extreme help. Until this week, the Reds were deemed hopeless. Their drivers were in disarray, perhaps because of bad management. The Reds . . . have completed a direct swap between Menafron and Theocaris, with the untried Theocaris replacing Menafron – while Menafron is demoted after only four races this season . . . It had been called an act of desperation. But the shock announcement that the great Pacatus was to drive for them had ended that. It had brought these Reds a top driver, moreover one who would be spurred on by bitterness against his previous team. Now they had Pacatus anything might happen.

The unexpected transfer was recent. When Lepo died, the Reds’ form was so feeble that a deranged fan might have tried anything. More and more I needed to find Nassonius. He adored his team, even if they had never heard of him. His invisibility made no difference. In sport, so it goes. This man could be a maniacal solo killer.
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While I was pondering, a group emerged. Euthales hurried back to me. Supporters pressed nearer, telling each other it was Pacatus, their new signing, coming out with the Reds’ head of faction, Marcus Ocratus. Following were the swapped drivers, Menafron and Theocaris. One other man, dressed in an ordinary white tunic, was being seen off; he shook hands all round, then beat Pacatus on a shoulder with his fist in an old friends’ farewell. He departed in his own litter, so he was of consequence, with money. I had spotted good boots and leather wristbands, a glimpse of heavy finger jewellery.

‘Who’s that, Euthales?’

The Reds’ supporters knew. ‘Io! It’s Maximinus!’

Noise in the street rose. They were highly delighted. Their blessed team had not only collared the Golds’ top driver, they must have wooed Maximinus, the most revered coach in charioteering. The Daily Gazette would glue on to this, so Euthales was grinning. ‘Oh, joy! My best scoop ever!’

Marcus Ocratus had already disappeared indoors, no doubt to kick an accountant because money for the new sign-ups absolutely must be found. Pacatus and Maximinus would revitalise the faction’s struggling fortunes. Then, bonuses all round . . . Without thinking, I stepped up and gave the drivers who were waving off their new coach my congratulations. ‘Well done! I am the wife of the aedile who organised the last Plebeian Games.’ Use your kudos. If it’s minimal, flash a girlie smile.

I hastened to ask if there was any chance they could point me to one of their followers, Nassonius.

The drivers were polite. That was more than I expected, but before they went back inside, Pacatus, Menafron and Theocaris were cheerily raising hands to supporters, all well buoyed up. ‘Nassonius’ made no impression, but they thought Kestutis, their longest serving groom, might know of him. They promised to send Kestutis to the gate for me.

I could not expect an invitation indoors. Euthales and I waited outside on the pavement by the usual huge heap of manured straw. He explained to me that the drivers’ promise would never be fulfilled, and I ignored him.

I won. Out came the groom.

Kestutis was a gnarled old stalwart in red, hobbling from a past injury, pockmarked and speaking the deep patois of the racing world. He might be honest and amiable, but we had no common ground so it would have been easy for me to suspect him of guile. Still, he probably viewed me as a dubious quantity too.

I opened the conversation by mentioning that my friend Prisca knew his wife, whom she had called a lovely woman. That could have gone against me, because it turned out the wife had died. I said Prisca would be very sad and I hoped he was coping. Kestutis replied frankly that if it had been one of his horses he would have found the loss harder.

He did know Nassonius. We both pulled faces over how the man’s commitment verged on insanity. ‘Is he in trouble, Flavia Albia?’ I detected a hint that Kestutis hoped so.

I played down my interest as a neutral witness search. ‘Well, he’s harmless,’ advised the groom, though he added with a toothless grin, ‘Generally!’ He knew where the supporter lived – about as close to the Reds’ faction house as any apartment could be found on the Campus Martius. ‘He adores us! We do get nuts like that. Are you sure about this, Domina? I don’t know what his place is like . . .’ I had been down plenty of hideous back alleys in my time, but Euthales said at once that he would come with me. On that basis, we were given directions.

Before leaving, I tackled the groom again: ‘Friends – women at Prisca’s – tell me it was you that Pedanius beat up for no real reason, after he was accused of winning through dark practices?’

But Kestutis turned away and went hopping off through the stable gates. All he would call back at me over his shoulder was ‘Pedanius? Well, there’s another maniac!’

One of the guards at the entrance overheard. The witchcraft incident must still rankle, for he shouted, ‘The Reds never did it!’ Then, to ensure I would take myself off, the heavy gates were dragged across and thumped shut.

The supporters in the street had taken an interest. Jeering at me for being locked out, one bawled, ‘Ask the bloody Greens! They’ve got a tame witch.’

Someone else joined in righteously, ‘Ask anyone ‒ except us!’

They were aggressive and loud, but that was typical in Rome. I felt safe enough.

 

I, too, never saw what the Nassonius place was like internally. I found the block, a soulless box alleviated by one urn of rosemary, but we gained no entry to his apartment. He came when we battered with fists, but stood there filling the door frame, while he gripped the edge so tightly we could not see past him. I didn’t suppose he was harbouring a love interest in his room, male or female. Perhaps he had failed to empty his chamberpot that day. Perhaps, Euthales suggested afterwards, he had not emptied it for a month.

As usual the dedicated supporter was dressed in a red tunic, thickly embellished with even redder braid. Bald head and that ridiculously dyed beard. He lived on the first floor among perfectly decent, fairly new apartments, though his neglected stair was full of dust and felt isolated. I wondered if he might harbour dismembered corpses under the floorboards – he was weird enough. However, I could smell no decomposition. The tell-tale odour of a serial killer stewing skulls never wafted out past him, fortunately.

I tried not to be openly fixated on that beard. It was a foot long, forked and bushy, so it was hard to ignore. I told Nassonius what I had learned at the Zephyr about him sliding off a bench. ‘I was told you know about someone who wanted to invest with Pedanius. The deal flopped, with bad feeling on both sides. Can you enlighten me?’

Nassonius denied that the bench-gymnast was even him. He confirmed he had been to the bar enough times for Servata and Porcius to know him, but he had no knowledge of mysterious men with deals. Like so many suspects I interviewed, he claimed he never drank. Well, not enough to affect him. Certainly not enough to make him so woozy he would fall off his seat in a public place and burble about a fantasy he didn’t even know. He was not that kind of person.

I pressed. He continued denials. Euthales made veiled threats. Nassonius stepped back and closed the door on us. We turned away.

He opened up a small crack. ‘Did you find the flagon?’

For reasons of his own, Nassonius admitted that it had been he who had left the blue glass vessel in my porch. He had seen my advert. When I demanded to know how he had come to possess the flagon, he blustered. Logic was a weak point (obviously, if he was for the Reds). Only now did he realise that if he admitted he had taken Lepo’s wine container from the crime scene, it was damning.

‘Am I a suspect?’

‘You could be,’ I warned, playing heartless.

‘Got an alibi?’ jeered Euthales.

Nassonius had no one to vouch for him. He was an amateur. Any real criminal would have known what to say: innocent people lead undocumented lives. Only a suspect with something real to hide would concoct a farrago of lies as cover.

The story Nassonius offered us was so limp it had to be true; he had heard about Lepo’s murder early on the morning after it happened, once rumours started. He rushed along to gawp, had no interface with the body because he was too scared to look at it, but noticed the flagon lying on the ground beside the one-man bangle stall.

‘Turno’s?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Where Lepo was lying dead against a wheel with his throat slashed open?’

‘Yes.’ He looked ill at the memory.

As a past patron of the Zephyr, Nassonius had realised where this blue flagon came from. He also suspected Lepo had been carrying it when he was killed. I asked whether he had seen Lepo leaving the bar with it that night, but he shook his head.

‘Start at the beginning. You visited the Zephyr after the Robigalia?’

‘Only because I hoped Menafron or Theocaris might be there. From my faction. It had been announced that they were to change places, so Menafron was offended and I thought he might shun the Reds’ official party. Theocaris is good friends with him. I was wrong. They never appeared.’

I tried to override the piffle. ‘But you spotted Lepo. Did you go after him?’

‘The Purples are not my team. Anyway, I didn’t notice when he left.’

Toughening up, I strongly suggested this was wrong: he must have followed Lepo from the Zephyr to the Circus. That accusation made him hysterical.

If I believed him, Nassonius only visited the scene next morning and from morbid interest. Other ghouls had ignored the flagon, so he picked it up when he thought nobody else was looking, concealed it under his cloak, took it home and, despite allegedly being a non-drinker, glugged down the contents. The precious liquor had been in the possession of a charioteer, even if not one from his faction. Besides, the corpse had looked so horrible, he needed to blot out the memory.

‘Did you wash the bottle?’ I double-checked on whether he was telling the truth.

‘Yes. Before I left it at your house. Should I not have done so?’

I assured him that domestic hygiene was a matter for his personal judgement. The flagon might have been covered with victim or perpetrator finger marks, but that was no use.

‘I only want to be helpful!’ he whined.

By this time Nassonius was so weak-kneed from terror that we let him withdraw into his apartment. Euthales and I left the building.

‘Gods, what a nightmare!’ exclaimed the secretary. ‘Is your work always like that?’ Peering at me, he commented that I looked washed-out.

I was certainly tired. Even so, I had no choice: I was now planning to go home but on the way I had to investigate why Porcius had sent me on a fool’s errand. I walked back to the Zephyr, which thankfully was not a long detour. Euthales still stuck with me.

Servata and her waiter were utterly blasé about Nassonius and his denials. They failed to see why I was so exercised. So what? It must have been some other customer who made the drunken claims. Porcius had no suggestions, yet I dismissed any thought that he had misled me on purpose. This pair were just typical witnesses: vague and inaccurate.

I was used to people who backtracked. The worst were those who had originally been most definite. Sometimes stupid relatives urged them to alter a statement (often for no reason) or sometimes they themselves lost courage and retracted their evidence. This is why good informers try never to let witnesses speak in court. They let you down. They always do. They almost seem to feel it’s their duty.

At least visiting Nassonius had solved the flagon conundrum. I thanked Servata and Porcius for helping my investigation. If either remembered who really was making claims about a Pedanius deal, perhaps they would inform me? It would never happen.

If I was washed-out before, now I was washed-out but internally seething. I would give up. Luckily a chair was parked up in the alley outside while its bearers crunched Servata’s cheese patties. For me, they swigged their drinks, brought the patties with them, and agreed to go to the Aventine.

Euthales had almost been a comfort. He handed me into the chair while managing to snaffle a patty from the bearers and at the same time finding out that they were called Laurus and Chrysaspis. Only an informer would bother to do that.

At this point, devoid of energy, I agreed that Euthales should carry out my errand with Avita. Discreetly, I passed the small parcel from my satchel to him. ‘Take this for me, please. It’s from Agathon. Give it to Avita. Be warned: don’t pinch it. That will be manifest theft, Uncle Quintus will say “manifest” means death or flogging. Don’t forget, I am a hard woman.’

‘So, it’s death then!’ retorted Euthales. ‘What treat is in the packet, hard woman?’

I said I believed it was a lock of Agathon’s hair – though not the famous plait that little boys in Rome were mimicking. ‘A gift in memory of their relationship. So nice!’

Euthales mimed violently throwing up at such sentimentality. In what I now suspected – believed? – was my early stage of pregnancy, I could have done without that little charade. All the same, I said I would give him a tip if he was successful.

Immediately we parted, I convinced myself he would look inside the packet. He would probably write something about it for the Daily Gazette. That ring was famous.

Even so, I persuaded myself Euthales would not steal it. Theft would be ‘manifest’. More importantly, I had checked that my uncle had faith in him, and Euthales had said he was a trusted envoy, hadn’t he?
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All the way home my thoughts were churning.

If Nassonius was truly not the talkative drunk at the Zephyr, I needed to discover who was. A pessimist might consider that since Rome contained maybe a million inhabitants, this would be impossible. I was an optimist. With the commissions I accepted, I had to be.

Anyway, it might be coincidence, but a possible clue had struck me. I knew of another supporter, one so determined he had even made threats of brutality. By the time I stepped out and prepared to pay the bearers, I had plans for following up tomorrow. It was too late now. We had had to work our way through crowds carrying festival lights as they left the Circus. Evening risks were setting in; tonight if the dog wanted a walk, someone else could take her.

It struck me that since Euthales had had to ask the names of these bearers, he could not previously have questioned them. I did it myself before I let them go. Had Laurus and Chrysaspis been in the alley by the Zephyr, hoping to pick up a fare, on the last night of the Robigalia? Did they carry someone on a journey to the Circus Max?

They glanced at each other as if trying to remember – or perhaps conspiring. Chrysaspis agreed they were working that night though not waiting around on spec. They had a regular, a private client who often used them. He had kept them on a retainer throughout the last festival. Laurus volunteered that they would have been with him again now, but he only followed the races; celebration of spring was not for him, so he had booked the men only for the racing in two days’ time.

Tiberius had come out to the porch while we held this conversation. Overhearing, he made a joke that he might need to find bearers to work for us permanently, ferrying his wife.

‘Oh?’ queried Laurus. ‘Interesting condition?’

‘Don’t ask me,’ returned Tiberius gaily. ‘I shall be the last to be told.’

We all laughed. ‘Don’t ask me either,’ I quipped, as my husband greeted me lovingly. ‘I’ve never done it, so how will I know?’

Before the chairmen left, I paid an extra fee to have them take a messenger for me to the Palatine. Gratus went. He said he would enjoy observing how Domitian’s imperial staff were trained, then it would be a nice walk home. He possessed enough gravitas to work his way past the palace guards into the maze of secretariats. I wanted something from Surricius, the intelligence agent. I needed to trace a senator, and fast. Palace scribes were bound to hold contact details.

Indoors, it seemed Tiberius was expanding our household recklessly. That sparky boy called Tonthorizos had turned up again, pleading to be interviewed as a prospective door porter. Tiberius and Gratus had formed up as a recruitment committee. They disabused him of Rodan’s promise of an easy life with lavish perks, then set out a schedule of duties, told him he must always wear a clean tunic with no patches, and changed his name to Mormoros as it was easier to say – or yell at him, when he did something wrong.

Tiberius had urged him to tell us whose slave he had been.

‘You’re going to hand me back to the man and be given a bag of gold as your reward? That’s a good idea. I’ll trot along with you and go halves, Aedile. I can run away again after, and turn up here all ready to start.’

‘I shall just have a little talk about you.’

‘Buy me off him?’

‘Depends what he wants for you.’

‘Oh, go on, Aedile, you are rich, you can afford it.’

‘No one here is rich.’ I set the urchin straight. ‘Rodan completely sank us with his back-door fiddles.’ Then, remembering what I had sometimes observed at the faction houses, I asked, ‘Mormoros, you told me Rodan used to go down to the stables to collect horse dung. I find that hard to believe. I think he was too lazy. But if he did, I wonder, did he use my bucket?’

‘I could go and ask,’ Mormoros piped up at once. ‘I have a mate at the Purples. I can haul along your lovely bucket, so they’ll think I’ve taken over from Rodan.’

I forbade it. Nobody was to interfere with the Purples or any faction during my case. Tiberius backed me: the job of our door porter was to be in the house so he could vet visitors or, when we were out, take messages.

‘Oh, that’s the game!’ chortled Mormoros. ‘I must have missed the point there, Tiberius Manlius.’

I saw the wicked imp pick up Grandmama’s bucket so I guessed that our new door porter would be as bad as the old at following instructions. At least this one was bright enough to know when he was disobeying.







The fifth day of the Ludi Floralia

ante diem sextum Nonas Maiis

Tipster talk: Concern rages about Blues favourite Gallienus. Gallienus, who has spoken openly of his struggles, is known to have been disturbed by the false start at the Robigalia. Blues coach Epaphroditus said, ‘We are all supporting Gallienus. This sport takes courage and stability so if he is in a dark hole, we understand. He is our most talented driver currently and we are right behind him.’

Baetican punters are overjoyed that Lysander will come in on the Purples’ third chariot with their acclaimed Spanish team. Lysander, who was previously known as Iponobensis (to reference his hometown of Iponoba), will have his first outing in Rome after a career in the provinces. It is thought he knows the horses well and they should respond to him.

Uproar has greeted the Reds’ announcement that Maximinus is to train for them. Maximinus only comments that ‘two days may be too short to instill team resilience but we have to expect failures among the triumphs that we are now anticipating.’
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Next morning events began to move.

At home, Paris had still not returned from Fidenae. Lack of response from Antistius was causing tension. To take his mind off his brother-in-law, Tiberius betook himself to the man who had once owned Mormoros; this person had never expected to hear of his lost treasure again, so with the subtle ease of a building contractor fiddling an estimate my husband suggested a modest price – ‘Best I can do, Legate, I’m being a fool to myself here, take it or leave it’ – and came home with full title to the scruff.

I had done a turn taking Gaius to school. He was settling. We had had one day of tantrums, but that was over. Gaius had made a friend. He had palled up with the most obnoxious child in the class.

Returning home, I found Euthales. He had conned breakfast out of Fornix and was waiting his chance to tell me the Camilli were going to the festival so had assigned him to me for the day. I asked about his errand to Avita but he had never managed to find her. I ought to have retrieved her ring from him, but it was easier to say he should try again today. Kalmis had told him Avita was spending time at the Trigarium, since she was on friendly terms with Vibia Nunnia. They knew one another from when Avita was partnered with Nunnia’s brother; her rift from Agathon had somehow drawn the women closer. ‘Maybe Avita’s stunningly rich papa will buy Nunnia some horses . . . Well, get yourself to the riverbank to watch some gee-gees, Euthales! On your way, you can call on the Sixth Cohort of Vigiles. I shall give you a message for their investigator, Brosius. He and I need a meeting.’

‘Won’t he be at the Circus Max all day?’

‘Possible, if the flower girls are licentious. But routine civic duties don’t appeal to the Sixth. If he’s not snoozing with the day shift in barracks, someone must go out and find him for me.’

‘They won’t take you seriously.’ Euthales loved to be frank.

‘They will.’ I loved to beat him down. ‘Two clues: you shall murmur, “There is a rogue senator,” then when their tribune stops having a seizure, mop up his froth and add, “The Palace has been informed and will provide background material.” Apparently, it will take Surricius this morning to find information on my target, so I’ll go to the Sixth this afternoon.’

‘Who is the rogue?’

‘Wait and see.’

‘How come you have wangled Palace cooperation?’

‘Inbuilt charm. My steward helped.’ Gratus had indeed brought me a message last night that Surricius would look into his archives. Since Domitian hated the Senate, he had amassed many reports against its members. ‘I don’t rely on my uncle for runners. You have elegant competition, Euthales. I shall be with the Sixth. You can go to watch quadrigae pelting up the training track.’

‘I don’t like horses.’

‘Listen for hot gossip, then. Find out whether Avita will buy Vibia Nunnia a new team.’

 

A few hours later I was ensconced in the Sixth Cohort’s main station house. It had the familiar smells of burned ladders and ropes, ex-slaves’ sweat and vegetable soup. I heard the usual sounds of cursing and quarrelling, clanging and clattering, plus wails from suspects helping with enquiries. The tribune was not there. Brosius said the man was extremely religious so he had to be at the Floralia. I presumed he went to see the naked dancers. ‘Or pick one up,’ suggested Brosius. ‘He’ll get the clap. I am not envious.’

From the Urban Cohorts’ barracks, Negridius could apparently suck up news by secret chemical processes; though never invited, he too sloped in. Soon after him, Surricius arrived. He came alone, with no fanfare, yet the troops passed him in to us, dropping their normal rudeness and delay tactics. I noticed the outside hubbub from corridors and cells died away immediately. Clearly, the vigiles were all aware this personage was significant, his interest in the Sixth possibly dangerous. The Palace official seemed to carry a warning smell.

Surricius had not bothered to improve the look of his tunic, nor comb his weedy moustache. On the other hand, once he began reciting facts, it was clear he had worked hard for us.

‘Lucius Licinius Ierenus, son of Publius, of the Menenia voting tribe, was born in Arpinum in Latium, a southern province with a strong heritage of festival games. He comes from old money – the family holds land in Gaul, Spain and, of course, Italy. Olives and wine, mainly. They have produced a couple of senators, and even one consul. Ierenus is working his way diligently through the cursus honorum: undistinguished military service in Britain, Lower Germany, Pannonia; quaestor (kept his nose clean); curule aedile (nothing against him); praetor (no notable casework, no resonant pronouncements). He married a senator’s daughter, who has given him three children. Now he has his eye on a consulship. The feeling in my water is, he has not made enough friends. There are ongoing rumours of financial instability, too. His collateral is unimpressive. I spoke to his banker who thinks he is going broke. Our Master will pass him over.’ I bet Surricius had already marked up the list with a black cross.

‘His lust for the consulship is serious,’ I supplied. ‘Ierenus wants no taint of infamy. Even for a chariot-loving emperor, he has to look respectable. I had it explained to me as “A vir clarissimus will tend to use agents as his public face.” Ierenus employs one called Paternus, who described him as “an absolute fanatic . . . almost so devoted he would throw himself on Lepo’s pyre”. That said, I had no reports of over-enthusiastic behaviour at the funeral.’

‘Was he present?’ Surricius had a cold, terse way of asking questions as if he disbelieved even people who were on the same side.

‘I did not go.’

‘It was lively!’ chortled Brosius. He shot a knowing look at Negridius: the Urban had disgraced himself by tumbling into amphorae prepared for the funeral feast, but he seemed unaware of the dig.

‘What of the agent?’ asked Surricius, in his choppy style.

I described Paternus as stubby, stubbly, round-bellied and looking like a tax official. ‘The crucial aspect,’ I concluded, ‘is the senator’s passion for supporting the Purple faction. His agent was hotly defensive when he believed someone else might push in ahead with sponsorship.’

‘ “Defensive”?’

‘Dancing on hot cinders. Agitation. Ultimatums.’

‘Threats?’

‘Implied.’

‘Serious?’


‘They seemed ridiculous, yet could have been genuine.’ I felt an odd shiver. The warnings of harm to Anina Perpetua had bothered me, in fact still did. Ierenus and Platinus had so little conscience about suggesting violence, I could almost suspect they were involved in Lepo’s murder. But Ierenus supported the Purples, so it made no sense.

We discussed possible action by us. Two men needed to be interviewed: Pedanius and Ierenus. It was agreed Pedanius should come first. Surricius, a true bureaucrat, swanned off, leaving us to carry out the work.

Brosius and Negridius went to the Purples’ faction house but left me behind. I knew men would be more acceptable at a racing stable, and it would not help that I had upset Pedanius’s mother. Rome being a masculine society, this is the last thing to do. Forget the Twelve Tables of traditional law: mothers rule.

On their return, Brosius and Negridius complained that when Lepina Philocle came to our house looking for Agathon, I should have been accommodating. Pedanius, they said, was annoyed. I stuck up for myself, since all I had done was to support a young man from another faction who had no wish to be sucked into his grasp, however caringly presented. Pedanius had also chastised them about my Syntrophia act. I said if an informer impersonating someone was unacceptable, then I confessed and would apologise. However, our family lawyer reckoned the Anina Perpetua ploy was legal. (That sad hack, Honorius: Falco could make him say anything.) ‘My life is hard, lads. I have to deploy any ruse I can to make people speak to me.’ Brosius and Nigridius scoffed.

No such worries about the Ierenus interview, they told me: since I had met his agent, they would take me along. We would be visiting a million sesterces; they would let me handle any sucking up.

I could schmooze an aristocrat. Before we went, I prodded: what had Pedanius told them about his rift with this senator?

The faction head had agreed that the senator’s agent had approached him about sponsorship. Sadly for him, Pedanius had known Ierenus previously. The agent’s claim of the senator’s intense Purple loyalty was a lie. Ierenus was utterly promiscuous; he had once been an ultra-keen supporter of the Greens and, in the past, had also given money to the Reds. Knowing this history, Pedanius had called him a shape-shifter, then rejected him as an unreliable donor. With the Emperor monitoring the faction’s every move, he felt it essential to keep their business practices pure.

‘Pure?’ I queried sceptically.

‘No wibbly-wobbling, Flavia.’

‘Oh, Brosius, I almost thought you meant Ierenus may be tinged with dishonesty!’

‘He is a senator, Flavia, of course he is! They live by double-dealing and impropriety. Our Master won’t care if his cash is contaminated by crime or even tax fraud – shudder! – so long as this man is not a moral philosopher or one of Domitian’s own relatives. But Pedanius was adamant he could not risk a faffer.’ Brosius was well into his cynical presentation. ‘See, Flavia, to Domitian, the noble Ierenus may not be quite as dicey as a Stoic thinker, but as a donor he drifts like mist, which to Pedanius is ten times worse. So Pedanius thundered at Paternus, “Lose yourself, chancer,” and told him to take their putrid deal to the nymphs.’

‘Before Lepo was killed?’

‘Beforehand, yes.’

‘You checked?’

‘Does a sewer stink, Flavia?’

‘So, might Pedanius see a disgruntled Ierenus as a possible suspect for his son’s murder?’

‘No.’ Still impassioned, Negridius was firm on this. ‘Ierenus will have to confirm or deny, but actually Pedanius reckons the noble one isn’t disgruntled at all because he has already found another place for his cash. The senator has held secret talks with a different faction – quite likely even while Paternus was still pushing him to the Purples. If a deal had already been signed elsewhere, Paternus didn’t know. Either Ierenus has fixed up the arrangement himself or, to keep his reputation clean, he again used an agent.’

‘Not Paternus?’

‘No. Ierenus seems to shimmy around with hires, but once Paternus came back empty-handed from the Purples he would have been finished anyway. Failure’s a big discredit.’

‘Would Paternus know if he had been dismissed?’

‘Not necessarily. Dumping him wouldn’t have to be done formally. Not if he is paid on piecework and his patron simply stopped using him.’

‘Dropped him quietly, with no need for unpleasant confrontations?’

‘That’s how it’s done, Flavia. In the shiny clean world of business.’

It made sense, though I found the talk of Pedanius shying away from an unreliable donor somewhat weak. Negridius told me the reason: Pedanius had confided freely. While he was driving for the Greens in the past, he suffered accusations that he called slanderous. That was when Ierenus had sometimes flirted with the Reds, which was why Pedanius had crashed their stables and, as he told it, ‘mildly chastised’ Kestutis. And what had caused that? Pedanius believed that the story of him winning with witchcraft had been manufactured by none other than Licinius Ierenus.

I whistled. ‘That must have been before he learned the attempt was real, with his own mother behind it.’

‘His mother?’ croaked the innocent paramilitaries, both shocked.

‘Maternal love. Usually based on believing your child needs help. Did you ask Pedanius whether he has other enemies?’

‘Of course!’ Brosius assured me. ‘No joy. His answer was that everybody admires his long career of dedication to his sport.’

‘Arrogance!’ Negridius was more sceptical. ‘As he tells it, Flavia, the whole of Rome thinks the man is utterly wonderful.’

‘Not you?’

‘Not anyone who follows the facts.’
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So: our visit to Ierenus.

He lived in one of the more expensive apartments squashed among the Campus monuments when spare land was being sold off. You could imagine a snooty estate manager claiming it was handy for lovers of theatre, art, Egyptian religion or, indeed, chariots – while forgetting to point out there were no bakeries, pharmacies or grocery stalls. People who lived here might find a hawker of custard tarts at Agrippa’s Gardens, but the nearest hot sausage would be at Agrippa’s Baths. I knew, from many visits to the Saepta seeing my father, those alleged Lucanian specimens were light on spice and prone to gristle. Falco often brought his lunch from home.

We were admitted, but Ierenus kept us waiting. We could hear slaves knocking about in other rooms. There were no signs of wife or offspring. Perhaps they chose to live elsewhere on the eve of racing.

It seemed to be a large suite. Our frescoed waiting room was designed to impress. One cabinet of vases had been supplied by a bulk dealer, I could tell. Another was more personal, with race mementos. I went up close to look. There were precious-metal models of chariots, with athletes, gladiators and helmeted chaps riding horses excitedly. The owner had collected a horse’s hoof, implausibly labelled ‘Incitatus’ (Nero’s favourite), though he was displaying no drivers’ whips and certainly no drivers’ knives. Brosius and Negridius enjoyed themselves counting up little oil lamps spread about the room, which all featured not the usual lewd couples in flagrante, but men straining on the reins of chariots.


The memento cabinet was unlocked so I opened it. ‘Flavia, behave yourself!’ Examination of faint traces of dust on the shelves made me think pieces had been moved around recently. It was now six days since Lepo had been killed, or seven by inclusive Roman counting. Plenty of time to remove anything incriminating, if there had once been a green-handled falx.

When Ierenus arrived he was, as we knew from the position he had reached in the cursus honorum, approaching forty: almost consular – if he ever made it. He perhaps looked older, with slightly receding short curly hair, deep wrinkles on his forehead, and his mouth heavily turned down. His expression had nothing to do with us bothering him at home but reflected the constant burden of being extremely important and wealthy yet having the personality of a ten-year-old corridor mop. If he smelt like a household implement, at least he had covered it up with pastilles.

On entering the room, he posed for a moment like a Forum statue. He was quite big and burly, looked as if he exercised. We could tell he was used to authority, though Surricius had hinted he wielded it poorly.

To meet with us he was fully togate. Shoulder to ankle, full purple banding. In his own house: that said everything. He held one hand on the edge of his toga, positioned so we could see his rings.

I spotted that the attendants who had carefully pleated his formal attire had misplaced material in one of the traditional loops of cloth – staff here were not entirely efficient. Still, those who admitted us had been polite. They were well fed, decently turned out. But they had all been very quiet. I had suspicions of what kind of man this could be. I bet he beat his slaves.

Negridius introduced us, taking the lead because the Urban Cohorts had seniority. He said I had some questions to put, supporting me tenderly as if I were some delicate little soul in his care. Ierenus looked at me as if I were a naughty Vestal Virgin being marched home after being picked up drunk in a temple forecourt.

I made sure to preface my questions with the fact I was assisting a Palace secretariat. ‘Security considerations forbid naming the bureau. But Licinius Ierenus, you should assume Our Master will be aware of this meeting and will demand a résumé after it has taken place.’

‘Better tell the truth!’ emphasised Brosius, placing his enormous fire-boot firmly in my work.

‘Let her do her stuff,’ Negridius intervened, as if playing the reasonable one. ‘Get to the inquisition, Flavia!’

I tried to flash the senator a quiet apology for my colleagues’ lack of polish. He stifled a sigh, though it had a get-on-with-it flavour.

I laid out our theory: someone had been targeting Pedanius. It had climaxed with murdering his son, Lepo. The boy’s death, in a faction the Emperor had personally created, was causing concern. Our priority was to identify and, if possible of course, exonerate anyone who had had feuds with Pedanius.

Ierenus frowned. His lined forehead wrinkled further. ‘That could be me, I fear!’ He gave it thought, told us the crime had happened on the last night of the Robigalia, then fixed himself up with this cast-iron alibi: ‘I can divulge the secret now, I suppose. I have joined a little syndicate . . . Well, I set it up, just a few friends, like-minded men of good standing. We shall be giving our active support to the Whites. As you may know, their driver Maraucius performed well at the last festival.’ I had absorbed a great deal of lore in a short time. What I did know was that Maraucius, seen as wickedly careless, had forced out Pacatus after a third-lap collision that led to Pacatus being dropped by the Golds . . . Ierenus seemed to have no moral qualms. ‘We were celebrating hard. Any member of my syndicate,’ he smiled, ‘will confirm that I was with them long into the night.’

‘Names?’ asked Negridius, too dumb to be shy.

‘A list shall be prepared!’

I offered, ‘My husband’s uncle belongs to a group that has always given money to the Whites. Do you happen to know Tullius Icilius?’

‘I may have heard the name,’ agreed the senator, unimpressed. ‘The group he is with are in trade? Somewhat below my own friends in social importance!’

He had achieved the near impossible: made me experience a fierce pang of loyalty towards slippery Uncle Tullius.

I let it pass. Following up on when Lepo died, I asked whether the senator knew a caupona called the Zephyr: never heard of it, never patronised such bars. (How would he know what kind it was? Don’t bother asking, Albia: he’ll make the question look petty.) So what transport had he used that night and could anybody vouch for when he left the Whites’ party? No problem. He always used a couple of bearer fellows he found more or less reliable. They were decent types his steward had found for him, though Ierenus could not give me names. The steward, of course, had gone to the festival today, so couldn’t be asked. Was it important?

Brosius, a seasoned investigator, remained dogged. He returned to the issue of falling out with Pedanius.

Ierenus choked him off with fast answers. He had not personally negotiated with the Purples, especially once he was contacting the Whites. If his agent went ahead anyway, it was rather unfortunate. He himself had dropped that plan before opening talks elsewhere. Matter of good practice. The Purples had not needed him; the Whites were welcoming. Whatever Pedanius might have said about Ierenus, Ierenus was unaware of his comments. In his view, business was a merry game. If you won, good. If you lost, don’t fret yourself. He had no hard feelings, and he presumed the same went for Pedanius.

That was when he gazed at us with honest, open dark eyes. Suddenly he pretended shock, at the implications of what he was telling us. Of course – he was signalling regret well now – there was one person who might have found himself in trouble with Pedanius. If a deal being brokered came to nothing, Pedanius might well have become irascible – for which he was notorious and which in his case would mean bloody rude. In consequence – Ierenus deplored this sorrowfully – in failing to complete that deal, the agent concerned would have lost face and, more critically, lost his fee.

An investment will be lucrative . . . You have no idea how much money there is in this, Flavia Albia.

‘It was nothing to me,’ glozed the senator, ‘but very big money to Paternus. So I would say that for the young driver’s murder, Officers, you should be looking into the grudge Paternus holds against the Purple faction and his hatred of Pedanius.’

With no more ado, Brosius told Negridius they must go and nobble Paternus. Negridius concurred.

I was watching this senator more thoughtfully. I was now certain that Licinius Ierenus beat his slaves. In which case, I bet he beat them carefully, so no marks showed.
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Needless to say, Brosius and Negridius could not find the new suspect. They had no information to suggest where he lived or hung around. The senator had helpfully promised that his steward would know an address for his agent, but the steward was currently in some unknown seat at the festival. Tomorrow, maybe?

The officers spent what they considered a reasonable time searching, then decided not to worry. Like everyone else Paternus was bound to be at tomorrow’s races. They would pick him out then, at the Circus Maximus. There, they would arrest him.

I could tell they were both looking forward to that.

 

I went home.

Everything seemed quiet, though a couple of things were about to annoy me. I had a comfortable talk in the kitchen with Fornix, who was packing hampers for the races tomorrow. All of us were going, I learned. Fornix told me my father had managed to commandeer seats: Domitian’s builders, restoring the Circus Max devastation by fire, had cordoned off a bank for themselves, with a view of the finishing line. Hoping to give their own families a good view, they were pretending renovations were incomplete. Father had reconnoitred while taking our girls to see a play; he noticed unconvincing ropes and danger signs. Somehow, he had seen off these builders, presumably by paying them. Now we had only to arrive early in case anyone else tried muscling in. ‘Your pa has given me the seat numbers to bag. He says take cushions, and don’t let other people shove us out.’ Being a traditionalist, Falco would breeze in late, as normal.

At home, I enjoyed the peace. Gaius had gone after school to play at his horrid new friend’s house. Glaphyra was fetching him; she had taken Lucius and, to help assess the friend, my maid Suza. Tiberius was on site somewhere. Paris had still not returned to Rome. Gratus was upstairs saying he had lists to write; he was probably having a snooze.

I helped Fornix layer little wraps of goodies in his larger basket, interleaving them with napkins. The cook was going down to the Circus at dawn on our donkey, taking Dromo who would bring the animal back while Fornix and his brother spread themselves on ‘our’ seats to keep out pushers-in.

Yes, we could simply have had tickets from the free public allocation like everyone does. But they would have been too far back and not well placed. All the good ones would have been taken long ago. Rome is a democratic city. It has the slickest touts in the world.

Tiberius had just arrived home and was washing his hands when our own newest chancer returned. The urchin Mormoros rattled our porch knocker; we had to let him in. The cheeky boy had hired a carrying chair, inveigling the bearers to let him place a full bucket of manure on one interior seat. It was clearly fresh.

Tiberius explained to Mormoros that he had no authority to do things like this, although my husband nevertheless had to pay those bearers. I had seen them before. You may think it would be Laurus and Chrysaspis but such a neat coincidence happens only in myths. In fact, these were called Trebius and Ruso. I knew them too. Impossible to mistake: a tall lank in shoes two sizes too big for him and a short pudding with a limp. These were the men who had gamely run with me in my escape after visiting the Purples, on the day Lepo’s horses were mutilated. While I had nipped into the Porticus of Octavia, Euthales had brought them here, and who knows what he had told them about us? Eager for another large tip, they had scooped up boy and burden.

I did ask the routine question: what were they doing on the last night of the Robigalia, when Lepo died? Nothing, they assured me. They had worked the Circus for most of the day until after the races, when things grew too quiet, so they gave up and went home to their families like honest householders.

My husband dealt with them, while I tackled Mormoros.

‘I only wanted to find out things for you!’ he pleaded. ‘Rodan had a hard time getting supplies at the stables. It’s all tied up. It’s run by a syndicate.’

‘Horse dung has a cartel?’

‘Not just any old smelly shit. Dung from the famous horses. I told you, people can charge a bundle for it.’

‘So, Mormoros, if Rodan had such difficulty, how come you managed to come home with our bucket spilling stinky stuff all over those chair cushions?’

‘It didn’t matter. Laurus and Chrysaspis have a really crap chair. There’s no cushions. Theirs is a proper bum-batterer.’

‘I remember. So how?’

‘Rodan had a mate. A stable-lad. I found him and he slipped me a load for free when nobody was looking. This is one last time, before I turn respectable. It will make a nice goodbye for my apothecary. Now I have to concentrate on working for you.’

Yes, this was Rome. With proper contacts you could even negotiate special terms on manure.

Having steered the bearers on their way, Tiberius stepped in. ‘Now, Mormoros! Tell me about this syndicate you mentioned.’

‘A man runs it. It’s in all the stables.’

‘What man?’

‘Don’t know. The stable-lad only told me he had to give me supplies secretly, because the head of his faction doesn’t want the dung-diddlers there.’

‘This was at the Purples? So you mean Pedanius?’

‘I don’t think Pedanius gives a toss, but his son, the one called Alceius, is dead set against it. I saw him, Aedile. Rodan’s mate pushed me behind a bale of hay. Alceius tore into the man who runs the runners. “I cleared you and your tribe out of the Golds, and now you are barred from the Purples. Don’t tell me my father tolerates your sleazy scheme. I know he hates it just like me. Move your arse out of our place!” Furious.’

I could live with the urchin’s finagling, not what happened next.

That evening, Mormoros took his first message. Proudly, he came and reported that he had kicked out somebody’s slave. He clearly saw his job as turning people away to save us bother.

‘He was a weedy thing. He must have been blagging. He pretended he was from Avita. She’s a famous bird, isn’t she? I told the snotty little bugger to get knotted.’

‘Right. Ask one of us first next time. Now what did he have to say?’

Mormoros folded his arms and announced scornfully: ‘He said this. Avita is buying some expensive horses for her friend. She wants her very valuable ring back to pay for them. She can’t ask her father because he’s an annoying swine and has refused to waste any more of his money on her fads. Her friend has been told by her brother that he gave the ring to you.’

Disaster. It dawned on me how stupid I was. I had entrusted that expensive jewel to Euthales – and now he must have run off with it.

I told nobody, but the words ten thousand sesterces were swimming in my head all night.







The sixth (final) day of the Ludi Floralia

ante diem quintum Nonas Maias

Tipster talk: Uproar among the Blues!

Front runner Gallienus is confirmed as having scratched. After failing to overcome mental problems, he has returned to his home village. Coach Epaphroditus, normally unflappable, was faced with only out-of-retirement Valla at the starting gates, but in a surprise move will bring up Vibia Nunnia, flamboyant queen of his biga group. Nunnia, always a crowd-pleaser, will use two promising new horses (rumoured to have been gifted by a celebrity friend), with her own trusted pair of dappled bays in trace.

Pelagios has defected from the Whites to the Golds, no reason given.

In a further shock, old stager Virconius announces a comeback; he is taking the reins for the Golds. Virconius, who first burst onto the scene in Vespasian’s legendary Sixth Consulship, has been quoted as saying, ‘No one should underestimate us seniors.’ He turns in at 39 against Valla’s also creditable 35. After losing Alceius to the Purples, when they had already sacrificed Pacatus on the altar of experiment, the Golds had looked to be in big trouble, with Agathon’s youth counting against him in his first quadriga outing and Pelagios coming in fresh after moving from the Whites, though heavily slated for alleged dangerous speed and illegal moves. Betting men are keeping their money at home, say pundits.
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The day dawned bright, with cloud cover and a breeze. Men tested the air for any hint of rain, which would affect the racecourse going. Tiber mists dissolved into clear air, damp but little more than humid.

I was stuck. Not only had I lost that ring, but I was also stricken with what I had to accept was morning sickness. For the first time it laid me low, which I could only hope would be temporary. Glaphyra had taken Gaius and Lucius to my mother, who would gladly look after them as an excuse to miss the Circus Maximus. All the rest of the family left without me. I stayed in with the dog.

When Dromo came back with the donkey after taking down our cook’s hampers, he brought me a pie from Xero’s as a present. ‘I thought it might cheer you up.’

By that time, I had struggled into my festival outfit, wearing blue for team loyalty. Dromo tucked the donkey into her stable while I put the dog in there to keep Mercury company, with a bowl of treats. ‘You wouldn’t like it today, Barley! The noise will be horrid.’ When Dromo wasn’t looking, I gave the animals half a pie each. We locked up, leaving dog and donkey in charge, then Dromo and I set off walking quietly.

It was still barely light. In the chill, claggy air, we kept our cloaks tight. As we passed Flora’s temple, crowds were skirling outside by the altar as a flamen in full rig conducted formal rites. The scent of a roasting sacrifice almost set me off again. ‘If you’re going to chuck in a gutter, Albia, I am not with you!’ I managed to keep going and not to box Dromo’s ears.

Even so early, a low hum of excited voices with haphazard shouts could be heard before we even crossed the road outside the Circus. Quadrigae would be the day’s highlight, with the most important race programmed first, but as Dromo and I arrived, vehicles of all sizes went chuckling along the cobbles, in both directions for no obvious reason. I could see two-horse bigae, an occasional three-horse and even a cumbersome piece of enormous width that was drawn by eight or ten. After that passed, we wove our way across the road, reaching the stadium on the near side, even though Dromo said the family would have gathered on the long bank of seats opposite. ‘Fornix had to punch a man to get him out of a row we wanted.’

I winced. That might set the tone for the day.

 

Anyone with tickets to a Roman stadium is allocated an exact seat, but that never means they will go straight there and sit down. Many people were moving around, apparently with urgent needs to find friends, buy food and drink, or show off their outfits. Some were even milling on the track. Ushers blew whistles. Everyone ignored them.

At the entrance, I spotted Cincia, who must have been taking part in the prostitutes’ dancing. Entertainments were always put on between the races, and she had to take part in the grand procession that would precede everything. ‘Hail, Cincia! If you were dressed like that in your bookshop it would spark a resurgence in reading!’ Instead of her usual thin dress she was covered only by wisps of coloured drapery around crucial anatomical parts. Poor Dromo, pubescent but sensitive, had no idea where to look.

‘I doubt it,’ she answered in sorrow. ‘Most scroll buyers would run away scared.’

We had not seen one another since we’d found Lepo’s corpse. We paused for a moment, in recollection. I asked one crucial question: whether she had noticed anybody in a hired conveyance on the night Lepo died.

‘There was one chair hanging around. I didn’t take much notice.’

‘Occupied?’

She shrugged. ‘Just waiting. It wasn’t a place for a pick-up on spec at that time of night, so I assumed the bearers were already with someone. That must be right. A customer came running up in a hurry, as if he’d just been lucky with the very last pie at Xero’s.’

‘He was carrying a pie parcel?’

‘No.’

‘A wine flask? Are there wine stalls under the stands?’

‘Not in that part of the arches.’ Cincia lowered her voice. ‘The suppliers’ cartel.’ I must have looked puzzled. ‘Oh, Albia, you know! They want to keep the drinks trade inside. Wine-monkeys running up and down the steps when the audience gets thirsty. Charging double. Plus beaker money, if you haven’t brought your own cup.’

Just one of many little scams. People making bits of money, organisers of those people taking more. But probably not much profit for anyone. Exactly like Mormoros had told me about the dung scam. ‘So,’ I pondered eagerly, ‘did you know the man who jumped into the chair?’

‘Not one of mine.’

‘What did he look like? Tall? Dark? Bearded? Likely to have metaphysical interests?’

‘More likely to want a gymnastic position for half-price. Give over! It was too dark to see, Albia.’

‘Just try for me!’

Cincia thought, then dragged out, ‘A short little round puffed-up cockerel. Sure of himself and bouncy. Down at heel.’

‘How could you tell?’

‘Light on the ticket kiosk. That torch we took when we wanted to see Lepo.’

In this stadium there were probably thousands of men looking as she had described. Even so, I thanked her.

‘How is your dog?’ she asked, in a friendly tone.

‘Barley? Getting over it.’

Cincia had hardly passed on her way when I heard a voice I knew: Arsinoë, my banker, a self-sufficient, comfortable woman.

Sharp-eyed, she asked whom I had just been talking to and why. She wanted to know in advance if I was earning big fees that I could invest with her. I had the idea to ask if she knew anything about the senator Licinius Ierenus. There was a pause, which I presumed was for thought, though in fact she was deciding whether to share her information. ‘From what I know, he’s on the rocks. Spends far too much betting on the horses. Then he has two sons who follow in his footsteps on an even grander scale. That horrible pair have wiped him out. They’ll all be here today, of course. Heading deeper into ruin.’

‘I’ve been to his apartment. It’s plush,’ I demurred.

‘Wife’s money.’ Arsinoë gave me a heavy look. I twigged that the wife and I were both her clients. She murmured, ‘Only for you, Albia!’ In this breach of confidentiality, our banker lowered her voice, layered on a thicker Greek accent than usual and confided, ‘I managed to help the poor lady to ring-fence funds from her own dowry so that she could marry off her daughter. Nobody would have accepted the girl without a settlement. My lady and her husband no longer live together.’

‘In effect a divorce?’ I suggested.

‘He won’t allow her to say so. He needs to look respectably married. A lot of that goes on, of course. Half of the Curia aren’t sharing a bed with the person who owns the bed and blankets. Ierenus, the idiot, thinks he’s ambitious, though Pallas Athene knows, he’s going nowhere.’ It matched what Surricius had said: no consulship.


That kind of ruin was a common story, but one aspect made little sense to me. ‘He just announced that he has formed a syndicate to support the Whites. Claims it involves big money. Is he fooling the faction, or just bamboozling his own supposed associates?’

Arsinoë was dismissive. ‘All of the partners in his syndicate could be fake. More likely, Ierenus intends to defraud them of their money. He’s desperate and will stop at nothing to preserve himself. His poor wife is very much afraid of the disgrace his madness will lead to.’ She brightened. ‘I know people who can find out about this syndicate. Then maybe I need to drop a hint to my client whose husband is a true mover in the Whites! Thank you, darling!’

We were to be sitting in different parts of the Circus. So, with this useful exchange, we went separate ways.

‘Do we have to talk to any more women?’ Dromo grumbled.

Fortunately no, because the next people I ran into were of the male variety.

 

Brosius and Negridius had taken over a ticket booth; their command post was on the near corner at the starting-gates end. This side would give them the preferred view of chariots bursting out to race.

They were setting up troops with instructions. Apart from general crowd control, this must be their search for Paternus. It seemed a casual operation, with troops more interested in their hot discussions about which team would win. Brosius tried to convince them that today was not a holiday. Negridius was looking smug: for his Urban Cohorts, holidays were their favourite time. They could call any situation a riot, then quell it with customary vigour.

I reported what I had learned from Cincia and Arsinoë. Negridius took the view that Paternus must still be unaware that Ierenus had dropped him, so would be trying to watch the race from where his principal was sitting in the front-row thrones; the officers had identified that Ierenus had an ancestral chair not far from where my father had grabbed places for us. A small, picked group of men would be infiltrating the crowd around this throne. Brosius and Negridius promised I would be able to see when they arrested Paternus.

I now had to make my way to the other side of the Circus. Fortunately, my loving husband had sent out a chair to look for me. The bearers were Trebius and Ruso. These trusty souls had no regard for rules so, followed by Dromo, who was in terror of us being stopped by officials, they trotted off with cries of ‘Aedile’s wife! Make way!’ They carried me the shortest route, which happened to be across the straight end on the track, right in front of the starting gates. It was out of bounds, but these men proceeded as if they had special rights.
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The gates still stood open, their stalls empty, before the ceremonial entry. Here, even more people milled around: officials, stable-lads who would lovingly tend the horses, first-aiders, horse doctors and even sponsors. As we walked past the carefully planned arc of gates, snatches of pre-race talk reached me through the curtained chair windows.

‘ . . . the head-to-head we want to see . . .’

‘ . . . what Canidius has managed is to get the Purples well organised. He’s right to keep Cilo as his number one . . .’

‘Still, Alceius will dash to the front and stay there, lap in, lap out . . .’

‘Menafron and Theocaris should never have been swapped. It’s no good Maximinus putting Menafron back in at the last hour; he may be a good coach . . .’

‘His record speaks . . .’

‘But Menafron will feel snubbed, it’s bound to rankle . . .’

In the fourth gate from the end stood one fully rigged chariot, which drew my eye because it had the Golds’ colours. I called a halt, then Trebius brazenly walked over to enquire: Pelagios, a last-minute defection from the Whites, had refused to take part in the grand parade. ‘He complained that his new coach, Coelus, didn’t want him in the team,’ said Trebius, on his return. ‘If he’s a no-show in the parade, he’s bound to be disqualified.’

‘Safest thing. The Whites will be out to get him for leaving,’ Ruso declared. ‘And everyone else will be out to get the Whites because they still have Maraucius, who is bloody dangerous.’

‘Not to say Bion, fresh out of the bigae, and we all hate that Cappadocian they imported.’

By now the noise level was intense. Arms were waved at my chairmen, who trundled me quickly to where we were going. The builders had not yet replaced the guard wall or senatorial seats at this point, so Trebius and Ruso sat down at track level. They were joined there by fellow carriers, including those I recognised as Ingenius and Ajax. I had seen them with Ierenus and Paternus, though they had no customers now.

I scrambled up to the new wooden rows. My whole family shrieked, ‘At last!’ as a welcome. I conducted a quick survey: Father and Postumus, auction staff, our staff, cook’s brother, building team. I fell into a seat next to Tiberius, who was bravely wearing gold among our blue. Trumpets sounded, there was a huge declamation, and at the far end from us it all started.

Stray audience members were still being shooed to their seats. A little group came hurrying from the starting gates to us: my two sisters, brought to Falco by a wide, craggy man hung with gold necklaces over a very expensive blue tunic. ‘One father of daughters to another! Your girls seem to have palled up with mine. I’ve left her swooning over horseflesh she’s made me buy for Vibia Nunnia. Nag, nag, nag . . . In the end you have to spoil them, don’t you?’

Tiberius whispered, ‘The wagon king!’ Oh, Hades. I filled with dread that Marcus Avitus would find out I had lost his daughter’s ten thousand sesterces ring. What if Euthales had used it as a pledge to bet on some dumb chariot driver . . . Even if he had shown up today, Euthales was not with us: the Camilli had senatorial seats on the opposite side of the stadium.


‘Here they come!’

 

Chariot races on the sixth day of the Floralia, held on the fifth day before the Nones of May, in the year of the fifteenth consulship of Imperial Caesar Domitianus Augustus and the second consulship of M. Cocceius Nerva.

 

The Parade

Entertainers and competitors processed with clamour and colour around the track in the same direction as the races, before the charioteers took their places in the starting gates. There was a passing reference to spring, with flowers flung and small animals (hares, kid goats, the occasional duck) let loose among the crowd. Luckily the handlers had run out before they reached us.

A brilliant throng made the long journey down the first length of the stadium, turned at the meta, then came back along our side: dancers and singers, actors, mimes and pantomimes – all those in colourful costumes, dancing prostitutes in no clothes at all, then somersaulting athletes, jockeys astride pairs of horses, trick riders of all sorts, tightrope acrobats and tumblers, a few trained animals. Falco retold that story of a rope-walking baby elephant that he and Helena once saw refusing to be trained by Thalia, my brother’s birth-mother.

Finally, what everyone wanted: the chariots. Each in their faction, with appropriate colours in the outfits of their drivers and attendants and in the ribbons woven into horses’ hair and harnesses. Purples, Golds, Greens, Blues, Whites and Reds, with the loudest cheers as always for the Blues and Greens. Forget the Emperor’s newcomers. Light and fast, the vehicles had open backs with front surrounds. Each driver stood on a webbed platform, in front of the long axle bearing its wheels, kept low for stability (Postumus explained this). The drivers tied the reins around their waists, and steered with body movements, making one intimate working unit with their horses. Even the horses were keyed up, knowing from years of practice what was to come. They were beautiful, glossy and spirited, twinkling with polished harnesses, tossing proud heads and luxuriant tails.

If people realised Pelagios had pulled out of the procession, there were no boos for the absentee. One person, so obsessive and touchy, would certainly have noticed. Halfway down the track on the Palatine side was the pulvinar, the Emperor’s box, with its long flight of steps up which winners would stagger, battered and exhausted, to receive their victory palms and purses of prize money. If Domitian was there, we could not see him. But his eyes would be on the event, searching for any disrespect shown to him.

The starting gates had now been closed, the track cleared. Attendants who followed the parade had raked smooth the glistening fine sand with its glints of mica, and were checking the lane markings that ran from the gates to a white line by the meta that was the official start. Chariots would have entered their stalls from the rear, somehow making space in the twelve compartments for the two extra factions. Still hidden from us within the stalls, horses would be agitated, full of anticipation, barging their handlers, threatening to rear dangerously, bumping bodies and hoofs against the stalls and metal gates. Drivers or stable-lads would stroke them and murmur soothingly. Most faction heads would be seated by now, though Pedanius – ‘the man we want to fail’ – would be with his son Alceius, notoriously still planning tactics. Avita was with Nunnia.

In the lottery for position, the lanes drawn were:

 



	 1


	Virconius


	Gold 1





	 2


	Pacatus


	Red 1





	 3


	Afranius


	Green 1





	 4


	Pelagios


	Gold 2 ? disqualified





	 5


	Theocaris


	Red 2





	 6


	Bion


	White 3





	 7


	Geta


	Green 2





	 8


	Vibia Nunnia


	Blue 3





	 9


	Gallienus


	Blue 1 Scratched, gone home





	10


	Cilo


	Purple 2





	11


	Aper


	Green 3





	12


	Agathon


	Gold 3





	13


	Alceius


	Purple 1





	14


	Menafron


	Red 3





	15


	Lysander


	Purple 3





	16


	Valla


	Blue 2





	17


	Prosius


	White 2





	18


	Maraucius


	White 1


	








 

Missing his usual cronies Valla and Virconius, Mysticus had joined us, sitting with Falco and Avitus. He analysed these positions. ‘If your comeback oldster remains good, Tiberius Manlius, the three best drivers in the world are alongside each other: Virconius, Pacatus and Afranius.’ As the pack streamed out, the lanes would in theory be even, but chariots on the near side had a psychological advantage as they first came closest against the spina. Mysticus continued, ‘Only the Whites have Maraucius and Prosius starting together, though they will be wide.’

‘Seven laps of joy!’ promised my husband.

‘Or seven laps of pain!’ muttered my father, ever a cheery voice.

 

Lap 1

The noise level swelled deafeningly. It became much more than exterior sound in the ears, but a reverberation that shook spectators’ entire bodies. All the crowd knew what was coming. A flicker of white from the president’s box as he dropped the handkerchief to start. Drivers could not see it, hence trumpets to alert them and their horses – also telling the further reaches of the audience.

Oh, Juno, it must be the excitement, I needed a lavatory.

‘Pee in your seat!’ ordered my father, uncompromisingly. I tried to tell myself it would all be over soon when I could hunt down a potboy. It only made me feel worse.

When the referee pulled the control rope to raise the bolts, the gates burst open as one. We could almost hear the explosion as ropes were released from torsion like a battery of military catapults. There was no snag. Across eighteen lanes, chariots burst out in a blistering line of noise, colour and energy.

A gasp. The clamour, which had risen, choked into groans at our end. From our seats we saw that even before the start line one chariot had broken up. Its car flew into the air, a wheel detached, horses staggered and plunged; there were screams, mad flailing, the driver was flung out and dragged along behind. Other vehicles lost momentum or checked. We made out shocked cries. It was Pelagios, the Golds’ most reliable driver. He had been allowed to take part despite his parade rebellion, but his race was over. Men ran onto the track towards where he lay. One wheel of his car bounced on its own along the sand.

The gods must love him: he had cut himself free. Track clearers came scrambling to pluck him from the mess and carry him off. Handlers ran to secure the distressed horses. All the Golds’ supporters throughout the stadium will have heard Purple team members by the starting gates chanting in triumph: ‘Lepo! Lepo!’ Then also ‘Escingus!’

If the Golds really had bribed their way to a false start at the previous festival, their rivals might well have engineered this in retaliation. The names of the Purples’ dead, their driver and yard-man, were ringing out. In the Golds’ own team, Virconius may have seen what happened from only three lanes away; young Agathon probably had to wonder who the casualty was. All of the faction – my husband’s, of course – would understand this message. Tiberius had leapt to his feet, aghast.

Pelagios had been stretchered away; bearers scampered him to safety through a special gate. He survived, but he was finished. We heard later that, like so many, Pelagios gave up and turned to training. In this race and any others today, the Golds were now reduced to a boy in his maiden outing and a veteran who might have lost his skills. Before the pack was properly racing, skulduggery had started. We might well be in for seven laps of joy, but also seven laps of dirty tricks.

Meanwhile trumpets were sounding urgently. The thunderous rush of wheels and hoofs on the far side of the spina had slackened off and dribbled to a halt. Race stewards had called a false start. Surviving chariots had to begin again.

Groans. Jeers. Good-humoured understanding maybe, though this was the Circus Maximus, always brutal. Chariots came back slowly, in scatters, on both sides of the spina. Restarting would take time. Horses always hated it, so drivers found it harder to control them. Even a placid team would be kicking and stressing in the stalls. After being ‘sent back’, drivers themselves were unhappy.

While staff reorganised, we could see much activity around the broken chariot. Men had gathered the loose wheel and other parts of the chariot mechanism. Mysticus hopped over the barrier while things were safe; he sauntered across the track. Tiberius went too; I soon saw him at the gates, talking to members of his faction.

When the two men rejoined us, looking grave, I asked, ‘Don’t tell me it was the old split cotter pin trick?’

Tiberius grunted, not saying. Mysticus growled, ‘Almost looks as if someone was bribed to saw into the axle under the wheel – invisible – so it would shear off when he turned. At initial speed, the angle out from the gate was enough to do the damage.’

Tiberius tried to console himself. ‘We’re not done for the day. Virconius has advised Agathon: Forget everything. Gather your thoughts, then unleash the perfect lap.’

‘Could still happen,’ Mysticus said kindly. ‘They have nothing to lose now.’

I had seen something. After the chariots returned, on this side of the track, boys with buckets and shovels were running out to clear droppings. A familiar figure supervised them. Two other familiar figures headed out towards him.

This was not simply track maintenance. I saw paramilitaries signalling to stewards. The restart was going to take longer than anyone wanted – and that in the first race of the day, when all were feverish with expectation.

I stood up, peeing desire forgotten (almost). Falco had taught me that the first skill any informer must learn is to hold their water. I had to get down onto the track and further along there. I knew what was happening. Brosius and Negridius were arresting Paternus.
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I managed to reach them. Trebius and Ruso picked me up in their chair, eagerly setting off at a run. I got there at the same time as the Palace agent Surricius.

Brosius and Negridius had the suspect on the ground. He was face up, arms and legs akimbo, held down by vigiles. A couple of the Urban Cohorts were deploying a specialist interrogation technique. ‘Can’t hold up the race! Those are horrible boots!’ Paternus was wearing his usual decrepit ones. ‘Let’s mend them for you.’

The stand-in cobblers were threatening to hammer the soles back. They had found a bag of four-inch building nails, sharp enough and long enough to fix bench seats to frames. The Urbans planned not only to reattach a flappy sole to wizened strips of upper, but to nail the boot to their witness’s foot.

They showed Paternus a nail, demonstrating its sharp point. He screamed. I stopped them. He knew the respite might be temporary. So. The first confession of Paternus was this: he never did anything.

The usual crap, opined Negridius. However, once a nail was placed against his foot and sized up for hammering, we had a new outburst from the suspect.

Paternus had seven children and no regular income. Licinius Ierenus, a vir clarissimus, had helped for a time, but would not or, in fact, could not pay commission for done deals any longer; he was broke. Paternus had been desperately running a manure cartel to make a few coppers. He had been at the Zephyr, looking for Alceius because Alceius had ordered the horse-dung collectors to stop going to the Golds’ stables. At the Zephyr that night, Alceius never showed. Then Paternus heard the young brother Lepo was leaving, so he jumped into a chair, the one I had seen him use with Ierenus, which was carried about by Ingenius and Ajax. Paternus happened to possess a falx, in Green colours, that had been given out as merchandise to sponsors by the grateful faction. He instructed the chairmen to wait for him, followed and killed the young driver, then rushed back to Ingenius and Ajax, and was carried from the scene.

‘So,’ I accused him, while the vigiles held him using knees and boots on his limbs, ‘Lepo’s terrible death was for a meagre pile of small change earned from back-door sales of manure!’

‘A man has to live.’

‘And a brilliant youngster, full of talent, had to die!’

‘Pointless!’ Negridius scoffed. ‘What a human turd this is.’


‘And now,’ Brosius completed with relish, ‘he’s a human turd who is going to the lions.’

That was enough. Paternus lost his bravery and loyalty. He stopped keeping quiet on his master’s behalf. He screamed, ‘Ierenus made me do it!’

 

We all stood still. Weeping, Paternus whispered the full story: it was Licinius Ierenus who really ran the dung cartel, using Paternus as a front. For a senator this scam, if known, would have meant infamy in double loads. The finish to any hopes of a consulship.

‘I reckon Ierenus has an even more vile relevance,’ I suggested.

Having listened in eagerly to all that went on, my bearers Trebius and Ruso tugged my sleeve. ‘He’s a bad one. News for you, Albia. Ask about Lepo. Ingenius and Ajax want to talk. They are mad at Ierenus. He owes them for months of work.’

I guessed what they would tell me. Ierenus was siphoning off most income from the dung scam, so when Alceius and Pedanius started to ban his collectors from faction stables, he was losing out and sought revenge. I turned to Paternus. ‘Speak up. You didn’t kill the young driver on your own initiative. Ieranus oversaw what happened. Ieranus told you what you had to do. Ingenius and Ajax are going to inform on him, I presume: Licinius Ierenus was lurking in their chair, right there at the scene. He sent you to do the deed – but he was present. He was the instigator. He’s as guilty as you. As you say, he made you do it.’

That sad man Paternus admitted the truth. Ierenus had also been at the Zephyr. He too came to the Circus Maximus, following Lepo. There the senator had waited with Ingenius and Ajax, instructing his sidekick to kill the lad for him. Cincia had seen the chair but wrongly assumed it was empty.

Now this high-class monster’s agent was desperate to save his own skin. Whether Paternus would ever be reprieved was doubtful. At that moment we could not arrest Ierenus. He was not in his seat and Surricius said, because of his rank, we had to consult the Emperor first. He would tell Domitian. ‘You will be rewarded for uncovering his crime, Flavia Albia, even if Our Master decides on discretion.’

By ‘discretion’ the bureaucrat meant an establishment cover-up. I knew the code but even so I thought he might be reckoning without other people, including me. I would certainly tell the Golds the truth, then Lepo’s family. Pedanius and the Purples would demand more than ‘discretion’.

The race marshals would wait no longer. A new start was imminent. Brosius and Negridius told their men to haul Paternus to their command post while they, satisfied they had solved this, invited themselves to sit with us in Falco’s excellent seats. Surricius would have his own good view from the pulvinar as he went to update the Emperor.

We barely made it back. My father was soon preening, as he took credit for my investigation powers. Marcus Avitus was still there. Still no need to confess about that ring, however: he was deep in a serious conversation with my brother Postumus. Avitus had his celebrity daughter and apparently got along with her, but now he had found a boy who was eager to discuss vehicle design and stability. I sensed the incongruous duo might be forming a bond . . .

Almost at once we saw the white cloth dropped anew, heard trumpets, saw the gates fly open, watched excited teams of horses pull their chariots from the starting gates towards the meta and the track around the spina.

[image: Seven eggs sitting atop a plinth.]

Lap 1 restart

 

And they are off.

It takes moments for the pack to chase up the first side. When they appear, rounding the meta at the far end, a blur of purple shows Alceius leads. It is what he always likes to do. His teammates, the experienced Cilo and the new Baetican Lysander, though slower out of the gates, are closing up behind, combining to keep other factions back from their lead driver. The bunched cars pass so rapidly it is hard to distinguish them: chasing Alceius, Virconius in gold, Pacatus in red, Afranius in green, all sit half a length behind him. The midfield are one hungry pack, jostling. The two Blues, Nunnia and Valla, have been forced almost to the back, with the Whites’ novice Bion travelling last.

The first of the big lap-marker eggs on the spina is removed. As it lowers, excitement swells.

[image: Six eggs sitting atop a plinth.]

Lap 2

 

And it’s still Alceius.

Pacatus has surged to the lead of the following pack, so it’s now very tight between Virconius and Afranius. Virconius doesn’t want a pass and re-pass situation. No one will easily fall over the line against Alceius. He will have to positively win it.

Theocharis and Menafron, the Reds switched acrimoniously, are now slogging it out wide apart but battling each other hard in a personal feud. Back of the midfield, it’s Prosius and Maraucius, trying to get around on the outside but being given no room by Valla.

[image: Five eggs sitting atop a plinth.]

Lap 3

 

And Alceius is still leading.

New movement. Coming around the eastern turn, the midfield has spread with ground between them. It’s the Greens, now settled in a line across the track, blocking as many rivals as they can. Afranius, Geta and Aper are classically working with the team style that has made them famous. Geta and Aper take up position as pace-setters, with Afranius surging. The Baetican Lysander is living up to his promise, maintaining his place ahead of them, performing a lap that is well put-together, though he’s struggling to keep the mighty Greens behind while his hortator madly shouts at him how they are positioning.

Tail-ender Bion looks to be in trouble. He lacks grip and he’s sliding. On the Tiber-end turn, his car has gracefully careered towards the starting gates. He ducks out and pulls up as attendants in white pour out to surround him, but their novice’s race is over.

[image: Four eggs sitting atop a plinth.]

Lap 4

 

Alceius is holding on in front, but Pacatus inches closer. Alceius knows if he wants to defend, on pulling back to reposition, he will slow up. But he won’t let Pacatus in.

Attendants hurl water onto smoking axles, working like fury. Sand flies up from the track so thickly, horses and chariots are covered. Drivers suffer, blinking it out of their eyes. Horseback outriders encourage their drivers, warning them what occurs behind, gesticulating and shouting.

The three Greens keep aggressively pushing to create a gap behind them, but Prosius and Maraucius have crossed to better positions. Prosius is challenging Aper, wheel to wheel. This is dangerous! Aper, who has one arm bandaged, is in trouble. Pre-race rumour said he has a high fever. Seeing the Greens’ scrum with Prosius, Maraucius, ever an aggressive driver, powers past on the outside, veers in to take the turn, while he whips his horses hard. Everyone knows he now has his sights on his old adversary Pacatus.

Sudden drama with the Greens. At the meta, the Whites’ Prosius must have touched Aper, who is forced into an oversteer. And, oh! Aper has lost his whip and missed his footing. Afranius lacks the traction to keep out of his way. This is right in front of the pulvinar, giving a fine view of carnage to the nobility sipping light wines in that famous grandstand – and, yes, it’s a multiple pile-up, a real shipwreck. Afranius barges too far left into Geta, who sees trouble coming but he’s helpless. He goes too tight against the spina’s unyielding stone wall. His chariot has scraped, his inner trace horse is crushed so the beautiful strong stallion flails and is pushed upwards right off its feet; the whole team panics in a frenzy of wild eyes, screams and twisted legs. Among the Greens’ teammates, Aper has run into Geta. Above in the pulvinar, the nobility are on their feet.

Was that collision deliberate? Prosius was never afraid of accidents, nor of losing his life. After his touch on Aper, he plans to move on safely, but he’s out of luck: closing behind at tremendous speed comes Cilo, the Purples’ number one, who for all his experience has no way to avoid the wreckage. Cilo barges Prosius, horses shouldering, both drivers thrown out. Prosius looks to have escaped injury but when they carry Cilo off, his body is covered, he is gone. Prosius watches his own Cappadocians run away free. They know what they are supposed to do, beautiful horses, all thrilled on their first outing, now racing even without a driver.

[image: Three eggs sitting atop a plinth.]

Lap 5

 

And it’s Alceius still dictating the pace, from the Reds’ number one Pacatus. Virconius is hanging in there bravely, plus Maraucius, yelling to his team.

With the Greens all out, midfield tension focuses on the two Reds, Menafron and Theocaris. They must have been told not to race individually but are disobeying: this game is about teamwork and backing their leader, but Menafron goes past Theocaris, and Theocaris, who is loving it, passes him. Next, they are side by side again. Theocaris has more grit, he has more speed, but he doesn’t have position. Ahead, team leader Pacatus must manage without them.

Oh, watch out – there goes Agathon! Suddenly he’s come alive. He has won biga races and today has been given improved horses. With the Golds’ prize chestnuts, he has a great chance here.

Agathon has lifted his team’s pace. The Golds’ newest driver is weaving and using all parts of the track. He misses the uncleared carnage of the three-car shipwreck. Overtakes the Baetican, Lysander, in a graceful coup. This boy has style as well as talent. The Golds’ hortator Gargilius, is riding alongside him, bawling encouragement. Gargilius signals that their teammate, the oldster Virconius, is finally fading. Virconius has dropped back from the leaders (Alceius, Pacatus, Maraucius).

Gargilius does not say, because he cannot know it, but now everything in this race is changing.

[image: Two eggs sitting atop a plinth.]

Lap 6

 

Stewards have captured the loose Cappadocians. Alceius still leads. He believes he has this race.

Eleven chariots remain. The noise of the crowd increases as we go into this crucial lap. The leaders are still going at it, all doing a beautiful job. It’s Alceius, from Pacatus and Maraucius, Maraucius straining, it’s Maraucius – it’s Pacatus pushing through. Maraucius now manoeuvring frantically. Io! The stewards ought to look at that! But it’s Maraucius, wielding the whip aggressively . . . and, no, he’s gone. What happened there?

Too big a correction. Beaten by his self-confidence. He’s on the ground – he looks to have dropped his falx, oh, he’ll be lucky to come out of this!

And it’s Theocharis coming up now, Theocharis has run right over the Whites’ hope, Maraucius. Tips his own vehicle, fails to right it, so he is out as well. Oh, that was horrible. Maraucius must be liable to lose an arm, his dangerous driving days are over, but the stewards are scooping up Theocharis. He looks unharmed, though he must be shaken.

Back in the midfield the Blues begin making moves. Here they come – it’s Valla and Nunnia, gaining on Menafron and Agathon. Valla exercising a neat steer by the spina, using his greater experience to nip right past Agathon and then Menafron on the inside. Nunnia is gaining on the outside. Now Virconius, still struggling, is blocking Nunnia, but she pulls back, decelerates, completes a classic shimmy. Her chestnut trace horses may be new but they are loving it: beautiful horses, fluid movers. The greys in the shaft are hers – both have a calm, commanding presence as they come in for the final turn.

 

[image: One egg sitting atop a plinth.]

 

The trumpets signal the final lap in progress and the crowd grows wild.

Lap 7

And as they make the last turn, Valla slyly overtakes Lysander, then covers so the Baetican cannot push back. Teammate Vibia Nunnia finds room to pass on the outside: she moves right around the field and surges forward past Menafron. Valla will tackle Agathon. Caught on Menafron’s heels, Agathon has to steady, so Valla inches past him. But it’s still Alceius, Alceius from Pacatus ahead of them. They will have to work for it, but Valla and Vibia Nunnia are now in a test of stamina and endurance that they intend to win.
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And here it comes, their last strong effort. Pacatus is doing all he can, but he has a Blue either side of him, his team are tiring, both his rivals come through. Alceius has been leading from the front all the way but has he anything left? Pacatus must be beaten into fourth place, surely – but when they can see the white chalk line it’s the Blues, and Pacatus making a desperate effort. This is an upset, surely. Yes, it’s the Blues, it’s Vibia Nunnia in her maiden run and Valla coming from retirement to show the youngsters how to do it. Old colleague Virconius has managed to rally and looks likely to take fifth. At the last moment Pacatus comes through ahead of Alceius, but the valiant Red can no longer reach the Blues. He paced it well and strove bravely throughout; the Reds will be delighted. But this is a lesson in team performance as the two Blues surge into the lead. There will be nothing in it, astoundingly. As they take the final straight to the line their eyes meet and they exchange a shout, lost in the deafening din that surrounds them. The crowd goes wild. Valla and Nunnia stay wheel to wheel. They must have agreed to win the race together. This is unprecedented. The two Blues drivers raise whips in salutes to each other. They stay level. Valla and Vibia Nunnia cross the line as one.
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After a glance at the Emperor, the referees awarded first place to Valla. It would be recorded as him winning by a nose. Everybody who had been in the stadium would always know it really was a tie. One faction, our family’s faction, was drinking ambrosia with the gods. First and second places at the Floralia Games had been taken by the Blues. Our team.

As for Vibia Nunnia (‘daughter of the legendary Nunianus, widow of Statilius’ – maybe even called ‘sister of Agathon’), her second prize would be smaller, but for her the race was all she wanted. She took part. She had driven a quadriga, shaken off connivery, used her wits, forced a path through bullies and bad drivers, stayed alive, kept her horses safe, and been applauded as a winner. Valla had proved that a senior could still command the field, while she showed that a woman driver could be as good as any man.

The first three exhausted drivers would have their victory lap. As they slowly travelled around the stadium, feeling their bruises stiffening as they soaked up ecstatic applause, I was summoned by a messenger from Surricius: I had to attend the pulvinar. It meant a face-off with Domitian.

Thank goodness my father was taken up with his joy and did not notice. Tiberius was awash with anxiety. ‘If my wife is going to see Our Master, then I go too!’

‘Protocol?’ I was less afraid for myself than he was, but we did sometimes behave properly. If we were going to be parents, adoptive or otherwise, we would have to.

‘Just watch yourself on the Hail Caesars, Albia. Promise me you won’t greet him with “Salve, Domitiane!” as if he were your brother.’

I responded snootily as we hurried along, ‘It must be “Io, Tite!” of course.’

In the event, when we climbed up there, Our Master, plump and impersonal, ignored me. He addressed Tiberius Manlius with a curt ‘Aedile!’ then gave us no further conversation. We could see Surricius speaking, trying to impress him, with the earnest look of a man whose future pension, and possibly his life, depended on this personage who disliked being impressed. Domitian must have accepted it. There was a nod to a pretty-boy entwined around his throne. The eunuch gave something to Surricius. The agent handed me a money purse, one of the smallest among the pile of prizes for the day, but speedy payment and heavy enough that I found it hard to carry.

‘Do we stay or go?’ murmured Tiberius.

‘Appear grateful, Aedile,’ Surricius suggested. ‘Act overawed, then beetle off when he is looking the other way.’

We took the advice, on our way down saluting Valla as he went to claim his palm and prize money. Waiting to follow, we heard Vibia Nunnia giving her professional verdict to a Gazette scribe: ‘We found our way through. We had belief in ourselves. I felt really confident out there, really comfortable. My horses were relaxed and had a good gallop, they delivered the laps and my chariot performed well . . .’ Yes, the daughter of Nunianus knew the victory speech.

We still did not know what the Emperor would do about Ierenus. Word would come later from the vigiles that the senator was seen disappearing on foot from the Circus – but with Purples supporters moving after him fast. Without intervention from me, they must have heard how he had caused Lepo’s death.
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On the day after the Floralia a man’s naked body turned up under the arches at the Circus Maximus. He was discovered by a group of public slaves who were cleaning corridors. He had been badly beaten and, in the vigiles’ opinion when they were called, he had had more than one assailant. I did hear a rumour that, as originally found, the corpse had been stuck with several knives. If so, they all quietly vanished, probably taken by the public slaves.

No one recognised the victim. The slaves rapidly removed him from that hallowed public place. I never heard whether the man was identified or the body claimed.

 

That morning I was drawing up my invoice to send to the Golds before they lost interest. Agathon was innocent, Lepo’s killer had been identified, a suggestion had been made (by my husband) that it might be worth suggesting to the Golds’ head of faction Memmius that he look into a rumour that was gaining ground: the crash that put Pelagios out of action before the race started had been organised by the hortator Gargilius; he was thought to have been paid to do it by one of the opposing teams and had certainly gone missing straight after the race . . .

Our new door porter Mormoros yelled to announce my uncle’s slave Euthales. Barley pushed past me, growling, as I went to see what was happening. It was a scene that would stay with me a long time. The secretary was standing between two scar-faced security guards, though apparently they were not guarding him. A short, heavy, flatbed cart accompanied them, bearing a large, armoured chest.

‘Where is the ring?’ I demanded, sticking with my priorities.

Euthales opened his palm. I snatched the little parcel. In front of the men, I decided not to reveal its contents. Reading my thoughts that I wanted to check, Euthales muttered guiltily, ‘The tout had to inspect the pledge, so the parcel had to be unstrung. I looked when he gave it back to me. The ring is there.’

‘Aaargh! A “tout”, you say? You used the socialite’s ring as a stake? Thank Juno I never knew that! I shall take it to its owner . . .’

‘I can go for you. I am a trusted envoy.’

‘Not on your life, boy! So were there winnings?’

‘Forty to one, if you know what that means.’ It sounded good. Possibly very good indeed. ‘The fellow had to lay off the bet with other bookmakers.’

The slave signalled. My heart took a new beat. Glad to be rid of it, the heavyweights were unloading their armoured box into our porch. I heard a loud crack as a marble step broke under its dead weight. How lucky my husband was a builder who was going to say mending it would be no problem.

‘Who did you bet on, Euthales?’

‘Valla.’ Euthales was cool. ‘I may have been the only one. Everyone said he was past it, but I liked what I knew of his old form.’


I was struggling to remain in charge. ‘You are not entitled to place bets, Euthales. A slave has no financial capacity.’

‘Do not be pompous, Flavia Albia! I can act for a free citizen,’ Euthales chopped in ‒ correctly. ‘My winnings will be their winnings.’

The heavies were turning their flatbed, ready to be gone.

‘Whose winnings are they, Euthales?’ My main thought was, Don’t tell Falco or he will want half. Or Marcus Avitus whose daughter owned the pledge. Or Uncle Tullius . . .

It is possible the secretary blushed. He said quietly, ‘Your winnings, Flavia Albia. I placed the bet on behalf of Anina Perpetua. I said her agent had instructed me.’

The reclusive Anina Perpetua was unable to receive her winnings in person. So, as her agent, I held out my hand to the scar-faced guards, who handed me the key to the money chest.
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Beneath the ash of Vesuvius, the truth lays buried . . .
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness. (OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html)

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home. (National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024)

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

•Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference
•Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!
•Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations
•Encourage them to listen to audiobooks
•Support school libraries
•Give books as gifts
There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.
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