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The tenth Falco novel is dedicated

with the author’s affection and gratitude

to all the readers who have made this

continuing series possible




PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS

Friends



	
M. Didius Falco


	
Director of Falco & Partner, auditors to the Census





	
Anacrites


	
Temporary partner in Falco & Partner, a protégé





	
Ma


	
Permanent protector of Anacrites





	
Helena Justina


	
Permanent partner of Falco





	
Julia Junilla


	
Infant child of Falco and Helena





	
Pa (Geminus)


	
Ex-partner of, and in need of protection from, Ma





	
Maia


	
Falco’s youngest sister, looking for her chance





	
Famia


	
Maia’s husband, looking for a drink





	
D. Camillus Verus


	
A senator, father to Helena, looking for his son





	
Q. Camillus Justinus


	
An idealist, looking for a plant





	
Claudia Rufina


	
An heiress disappointed in love





	
A. Camillus Aelianus


	
A hopeful, disappointed in money





	
Lenia


	
Looking to let go of her husband





	
Smaractus


	
Looking to hang on to his wife’s cash





	
Rodan & Asiacus


	
Deadbeats, regularly beaten and usually half-dead





	
Thalia


	
An exotic circus manager






Romans




	
Vespasian Augustus


	
Emperor and Censor, building the Flavian Amphitheater





	
Antonia Caenis


	
Mistress and long-term partner to the Emperor





	
Claudius Laeta


	
Senior administrator at the Palace, a loner





	
Rutilius Gallicus


	
Special Envoy to Tripolitania





	
Romanus


	
An unknown





	
Scilla


	
A wild girl looking for a legal device





	
Pomponius Urtica


	
A praetor who never did anything illegal





	
Rumex


	
A celebrity graffiti





	
Buxus


	
An animal keeper





	
An elderly gooseboy


	
Just looking at birds all day






Tripolitanians



	
Saturninus


	
A gladiators’ trainer, from Lepcis Magna





	
Euphrasia


	
His wife, who has promised to say nothing





	
Calliopus


	
A venatio specialist, from Oea





	
Artemisia


	
His wife, who can’t say anything as she isn’t there





	
Hanno


	
A man who can afford to pay his taxes, from Sabratha





	
Myrrha


	
Who may say something, but only in Punic





	
Iddibal


	
A far from beastly bestiarius





	
Fidelis


	
A faithful interpreter






Animals



	
Nux


	
A personable pup, commander of the Falco household





	
Leonidas


	
A friendly lion, who is due to make a killer dead meat





	
Draco


	
A very unfriendly lion





	
Anethum


	
A performer who brings lying doggo to perfection





	
Also featuring


	
Borago the bear, Ruta the alleged aurochs, Ostriches, Pigeons, Lions, Stone lions, a Leopardess





	
By Special Request


	
Jason the python





	
And Introducing


	
The Sacred Geese of Juno
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Jurisdictions of the Vigiles Cohorts in Rome:



	
Coh I


	
Regions VII & VIII (Via Lata, Forum Romanum)





	
Coh II


	
Regions III & V (Isis and Serapis, Esquiline)





	
Coh III


	
Regions IV & VI (Temple of Peace, Alta Semita)





	
Coh IV


	
Regions XII & XIII (Piscina Publica, Aventine)





	
Coh V


	
Regions I & II (Porta Capena, Caelimontium)





	
Coh VI


	
Regions X & XI (Palatine, Circus Maximus)





	
Coh VII


	
Regions IX & XIV (Circus Flaminius, Transtiberina)
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Tripolitania and Cyrenaïca



Contents

PART ONE

One

Two

Three

Four

Five

Six

Seven

Eight

Nine

Ten

Eleven

Twelve

Thirteen

Fourteen

Fifteen

Sixteen

Seventeen

Eighteen

Nineteen

Twenty

Twenty-one

Twenty-two

Twenty-three

Twenty-four

Twenty-five

Twenty-six

Twenty-seven

Twenty-eight

Twenty-nine

Thirty

Thirty-one

Thirty-two

Thirty-three

Thirty-four

Thirty-five

Thirty-six

Thirty-seven

Thirty-eight

Thirty-nine

PART TWO

Forty

Forty-one

Forty-two

Forty-three

Forty-four

Forty-five

Forty-six

Forty-seven

Forty-eight

Forty-nine

PART THREE

Fifty

Fifty-one

Fifty-two

Fifty-three

Fifty-four

Fifty-five

Fifty-six

Fifty-seven

Fifty-eight

Fifty-nine

Sixty

Sixty-one

Sixty-two

Sixty-three

Sixty-four

Excerpt: One Virgin Too Many




[image: art]





PART ONE

Rome: December A.D. 73–April A.D. 74




 
One

 
MY PARTNER AND I had been well set up to earn our fortunes until we were told about the corpse.

Death, it has to be said, was ever-present in those surroundings. Anacrites and I were working among the suppliers of wild beasts and gladiators for the arena Games in Rome; every time we took our auditing note tablets on a site visit, we spent the day surrounded by those who were destined to die in the near future and those who would only escape being killed if they killed someone else first. Life, the victors’ main prize, would be in most cases temporary.

But there amongst the fighters’ barracks and the big cats’ cages, death was commonplace. Our own victims, the fat businessmen whose financial affairs we were so delicately probing as part of our new career, were themselves looking forwards to long, comfortable lives—yet the formal description of their business was Slaughter. Their stock-in-trade was measured as units of mass murder; their success would depend upon those units satisfying the crowd in straightforward volume terms, and upon their devising ever more sophisticated ways to deliver the blood.

We knew there must be big money in it. The suppliers and trainers were free men—a prerequisite of engaging in commerce, however sordid—and so they had presented themselves with the rest of Roman society in the Great Census. This had been decreed by the Emperor on his accession, and it was not simply intended to count heads. When Vespasian assumed power in a bankrupt Empire after the chaos of Nero’s reign, he famously declared that he would need four hundred million sesterces to restore the Roman world. Lacking a personal fortune, he set out to find funding in the way that seemed most attractive to a man with middle-class origins. He named himself and his elder son, Titus, as Censors, then called up the rest of us to give an account of ourselves and of everything we owned. Then we were swingeingly taxed on the latter, which was the real point of the exercise.

The shrewd amongst you will deduce that some heads of household found themselves excited by the challenge; foolish fellows tried to minimize the figures when declaring the value of their property. Only those who can afford extremely cute financial advisers ever get away with this, and since the Great Census was intended to rake in four hundred million it was madness to attempt a bluff. The target was too high; evasion would be tackled head-on—by an Emperor who had tax farmers in his recent family pedigree.

The machinery for extortion already existed. The Census traditionally used the first principle of fiscal administration: the Censors had the right to say: we don’t believe a word of what you’re telling us. Then they made their own assessment, and the victim had to pay up accordingly. There was no appeal.

No; that’s a lie. Free men always have the right to petition the Emperor. And it’s a perk of being Emperor that he can twitch his purple robe and augustly tell them to get lost.

While the Emperor and his son were acting as Censors, it would in any case be a waste of time to ask them to overrule themselves. But first they had to make the hard-hitting reassessments, and for that they needed help. To save Vespasian and Titus from being forced personally to measure the boundaries of estates, interrogate sweaty Forum bankers, or pore over ledgers with an abacus—given that they were simultaneously trying to run the tattered Empire after all—they were now employing my partner and me. The Censors needed to identify cases where they could clamp down. No emperor wants to be accused of cruelty. Somebody had to spot the cheats who could be reassessed without causing an outcry, so Falco & Partner had been hired—at my own suggestion and on an extremely attractive fee basis—to investigate low declarations.

We had hoped this would entail a cozy life scanning columns of neat sums on best quality parchment in rich men’s luxurious studies: no such luck. I for one was known to be tough, and as an informer I was probably thought to have slightly grubby origins. So Vespasian and Titus had thwarted me by deciding that they wanted the best value for hiring Falco & Partner (the specific identity of my Partner had not been revealed, for good reasons). They ordered us to forget the easy life and to investigate the gray economy.

Hence the arena. It was thought that the trainers and suppliers were lying through their teeth—as they undoubtedly were, and so was everybody. Anyway their shifty looks had caught the attention of our imperial masters, and that was what we were probing on that seemingly ordinary morning, when we were unexpectedly invited to look at a corpse.


 
Two

 
WORKING FOR THE Censors had been my idea. A chance conversation with the senator Camillus Verus some weeks before had alerted me that tax reassessments were being imposed. I realized that this could be properly organized, with a dedicated audit team looking into suspect cases (a category into which Camillus himself did not fall; he was just a poor coot with an unlucky face who fell foul of an assessor and who could not afford the kind of smooth accountant who might have dug him out of it).

Putting myself forward to direct the enquiries proved tricky. There were always scores of bright sparks in their best togas running up to the Palace to suggest wonderful ruses that would be the salvation of the Empire. Court officials were adept at rejecting them. For one thing, even wonderful ideas were not always welcome to Vespasian, because he was a realist. It was said that when an engineer described how the huge new columns for the restored Temple of Jupiter could be hauled up the Capitol very cheaply by mechanical means, Vespasian rejected the idea because he preferred paying the lower classes to do the job and earn themselves money to eat. Certainly the old man knew how to avoid a riot.


I did go up to the Palatine with my suggestion. I sat in an imperial salon full of other hopefuls for half a morning, but I soon grew bored. It was no good, anyway. If I wanted to make money from the Census I had to start quickly. I dared not wait in a queue for months; the Census was only supposed to take a year.

There was another problem at the Palace: my current partner was an imperial employee already. I had not wanted Anacrites to attach himself to me, but after eight hard years as a solo informer I had bowed to pressure from everyone close to me and agreed that I needed a colleague. For a few weeks I worked in harness with my best friend Petronius Longus, who had been temporarily suspended from the vigiles. I’d like to say it had been a success, though in fact his approach had been opposite from mine on virtually everything. When Petro decided to clean up his private life and was reinstated by his tribune, it had been a relief to us both.

That left me with a meager choice. Nobody wants to be an informer. Not many men have the necessary qualities of shrewdness and tenacity, or decent feet for slogging the pavements, or good contacts for supplying information—particularly information that by rights ought to be unobtainable. Among the few who qualified even fewer wanted my company, especially now Petro was trumpeting all around the Aventine that I was a picky swine to share an office with.

Anacrites and I had never been soul mates. I had disliked him on principle when he was Chief Spy at the court and I was a backstreet operator with only private clients; once I started hacking for Vespasian myself, my dislike was soon enhanced by firsthand knowledge that Anacrites was incompetent, devious, and cheap. (All these accusations are leveled at informers too, but that’s just slander.) When, during a mission to Nabataea, Anacrites tried to have me murdered I stopped pretending to be tolerant.

Fate took a hand after he was attacked by a would-be assassin. It was not me; I would have made a thorough job of it. Even he knew that. Instead, when he was found unconscious with a hole in his skull, I somehow ended up persuading my own mother to look after him. For weeks his life hung in the balance, but Ma dragged him back from the shore of the Lethe using sheer determination and vegetable broth. After she had saved him I came home from a trip to Baetica to find a bond between them that was as strong as if Ma had fostered an orphaned duck. Anacrites’ respect for my mother was only slightly less revolting than her reverence for him.

It was Ma’s idea to foist him onto me. Believe me, the arrangement would only stay in place until I found someone else. In any case, Anacrites was officially on sick leave from his old job. That was why I could hardly appear at the Palace listing him as half my partnership: the Palace was already paying him to do nothing on account of his terrible head wound, and his superiors must not find out he was moonlighting.

Just one of those additional complications that keep life sweet.

* * *

Strictly speaking I already had one partner. She shared my problems and laughed at my mistakes; I was assisted in doing my accounts, solving puzzles, and even sometimes conducting interviews by my live-in love, Helena. If nobody took her seriously as a business associate it was partly because women have no legal identity. Besides, Helena was a senator’s daughter; most people still believed she would leave me one day. Even after three years of the closest kind of friendship, after traveling abroad with me, and bearing my child, Helena Justina was still expected to grow tired of me and flee back to her former life. Her illustrious father was the same Camillus Verus who gave me the idea of working for the Censors; her noble mother, Julia Justa, would be only too happy to send a chair to fetch Helena home.

We lived as subtenants in a dire first-floor apartment on the rough side of the Aventine. We had to wash the baby at the public baths and have our baking done at a pie shop. Our dog had brought us several rats as presents, which we reckoned she had caught pretty close to home. This was why I needed decent work, with healthy incomings. The senator would be delighted that his chance remarks had given me the idea for it. He would be even more proud if he ever found out that in the end it was Helena who obtained the work for me.

“Marcus, would you like Papa to ask Vespasian to offer you work with the Censors?”

“No,” I said.

“I thought not.”

“You mean I’m pigheaded?”

“You like to do things for yourself,” Helena replied calmly. She could be at her most insulting when she pretended to be fair.

She was a tall girl, with a strict expression and a searing glance. People who had expected me to find myself some bonny piece with lambswool where her brains should be were still surprised at my choice, but once I had met Helena Justina I reckoned on sticking with her for as long as she would have me. She was neat, scathing, intelligent, wondrously unpredictable. I still could not believe my luck that she had even noticed me, let alone that she lived in my apartment, was the mother of my baby daughter, and had taken charge of my disorganized life.

The gorgeous armful knew that she could run rings around me, and that I loved to let her do it. “Well Marcus, darling, if you won’t be going back to the Palace this afternoon, could you possibly assist me with an errand on the other side of the city?”

“Of course,” I agreed handsomely. Anything to put myself out of reach of Anacrites.

* * *

Helena’s errand required us to take a hired carrying chair for a distance that made me wonder if the sparse coins in my armpurse would cover the fare. First she dragged us to a warehouse that my auctioneer father owned near the Emporium. He allowed us to use the back end to store things that we had picked up on our travels which were waiting for the day when we had a decent house. I had built a partition to keep Pa out of our section of the warehouse, since he was the sort of entrepreneur who would sell off our carefully chosen treasures for less than we paid for them, then think he had done us a favor.

On today’s escapade I was just a passenger. Helena made no attempt to explain. Various shapeless bales that were obviously none of my business were collected from store and piled on a donkey, then we skirted the Forum and headed over the Esquiline.

We traveled north for ages. Peering through the ragged modesty curtain of our conveyance I saw we were outside the old Servian Walls, apparently aiming for the Praetorian Camp. I made no comment. When people want to have secrets, I just let them get on with it.

“Yes, I’ve taken a lover in the Guards,” said Helena. Joking, presumably. Her idea of a rough entanglement was me: sensitive lover, loyal protector, sophisticated raconteur, and would-be poet. Any Praetorian who thought to persuade her otherwise would get my boot up his arse.

We went right around the Camp, and came onto the Via Nomentana. Shortly afterwards we stopped and Helena jumped out. I followed, in surprise because I expected to find her among the winter brassicas in some out of season market garden. Instead, we were parked at a large villa just beyond the Nomentana Gate. It looked substantial, which was a puzzle. Nobody who had enough cash for a decent house would normally choose to live so far outside the city—let alone within spitting reach of the Praetorians. The occupants would be deafened when all those big bastards were drunk on payday, and the incessant trumpets and tramping would drive most folk demented.

The location was neither city nor country. There was neither hilltop panorama nor river view. Yet we were looking at the kind of high, blank walls that normally surround luxurious amenities owned by people who don’t want the public knowing what they own. In case we doubted it, the heavy front door with its antique dolphin knocker and well-tended urns of formally clipped bay announced that somebody lived here who felt like quality (not always the same thing as actually being it, of course).

I still said nothing, and was allowed to stay helping to unload the bales, while my dearest skipped up to the forbidding portal and disappeared inside. Eventually I myself was led indoors by a silent slave in a firmly belted white tunic, then passed through a traditional short corridor to an atrium where I could hang about until required. I had been labeled a supernumerary who would wait for Helena as long as needed: true. Apart from the fact I never abandoned her amongst strangers, I was not going home yet. I wanted to know where I had come and what happened here. Left alone, I soon obeyed my itchy feet, and set off to explore.

It was nice. My word, it was. For once taste and money had combined successfully. Light-filled corridors headed in every direction to gracious rooms painted with decorous, slightly old-fashioned frescos. (The house seemed so quiet I brazenly opened doors and looked inside.) The scenes were architectural cityscapes or grottos with idyllic pastoral life. The rooms housed padded couches with footstools, side tables positioned for convenience, elegant bronze candelabra; the occasional statuary included one or two busts of the old unnaturally handsome Julio–Claudian imperial family and a smiling head of Vespasian, apparently predating his accession as Emperor.

I reckoned the place had been built in my lifetime: that meant new money. The lack of painted battle scenes, trophies, or phallic symbols, together with the preponderance of women’s chairs, made me guess it could be a wealthy widow’s house. Objects and furniture were expensive, though chosen for use rather than purely decorative. The owner had money, taste, and a practical outlook.

It was a quiet home. No children. No pets. No braziers against the winter coolness. Apparently almost unlived in. Nothing much going on today.

Then I caught a low murmur of female voices. Following the sound, I came to a colonnade of gray stone pillars forming an enclosed peristyle garden, so sheltered that the rampaging rosebushes still bore occasional flowers even though it was December. Four rather dusty laurels marked the corners and a huge stone fountain bowl stood silent in the center space.

Strolling out into the garden casually I came upon Helena Justina with another woman. I knew who she was; I had seen her before. She was just a freed slave, an ex-secretary from the Palace—yet potentially the most influential woman in the Empire today. I straightened up. If the rumors about how she used her position were true, then more power might be wielded on the sly in this isolated villa than in any other private house in Rome.


 
Three

 
THEY HAD BEEN laughing quietly, two straight-backed, civilized, unself-conscious women braving the weather as they discussed how the world worked. Helena had the animated look that meant she was truly enjoying herself. That was rare; she tended to be unsociable except with people she knew well.

Her companion was twice her age, an undeniably elderly woman with a slightly drawn expression. Her name was Antonia Caenis. Though a freedwoman, she was one of grand status: she once worked for the mother of the Emperor Claudius. That had given her long and close connections with the old discredited imperial family and she now possessed even more intimate links with the new one: she was the longtime mistress of Vespasian. As an ex-slave she could never marry him, but after his wife died they had lived openly together. Everyone had assumed that upon becoming Emperor he would shed her discreetly, but he took her with him to the Palace. At their age it was hardly a scandal. This villa presumably belonged to Caenis herself; if she still came here, it must be to transact business of an unofficial kind.


I had heard that it happened. Vespasian liked to appear too straight to permit backstage machinations—yet he must be happy to have somebody he trusted negotiate discreet deals while he kept his distance and apparently kept his hands clean.

The two women were seated on cushions on a low stone seat with lion’s paw feet. At my approach both turned and broke off what they were saying. I glimpsed mutual annoyance at my interruption. I was a man. Whatever they had been debating was outside my sphere.

That did not mean it had been frivolous.

“Well, here you are then!” exclaimed Helena, making me nervous.

“I wondered what I was missing.”

Antonia Caenis inclined her head and greeted me without being introduced. “Didius Falco.”

She was good; I had once stood aside for her when I was visiting Titus Caesar at the Palace, but it was some time ago and we had never met formally. I had already heard she was intelligent, and possessed a phenomenal memory. Apparently I had been well catalogued: but in which pigeonhole?

“Antonia Caenis.”

I was standing, the traditional position for the servile element in the presence of the great. The ladies enjoyed treating me like a barbarian. I winked at Helena, who colored slightly, afraid I might wink at Caenis too. I reckoned Vespasian’s dame would have handled it, but I was a guest in her house. Besides, she was a woman with unknown Palace privileges. Before I risked annoying her I wanted to assess just how powerful she was.

“You have presented me with a most generous gift,” said Caenis. That was news. As it had been explained to me some months ago in Hispania, Helena Justina was proposing a private sale of some purple-dyed Baetican cloth that would be suitable for imperial uniforms. It was supposed to bring in goodwill, but had been intended as a commercial transaction. For a senator’s daughter Helena possessed a surprising knack for bargaining; if she had now decided to waive payment, she must have a very good reason: something else was being brokered here today. I could guess what it was.

“I should think you are fairly showered with presents nowadays,” I commented daringly.

“Rather an irony,” returned Caenis, unperturbed. She had a cultured Palace voice, but with a permanent dry tone. I could imagine how she and Vespasian might always have mocked at the establishment; she at least probably still did so.

“People believe you can influence the Emperor.”

“That would be most improper.”

“I don’t see why,” protested Helena Justina. “Men in power always have their intimate circle of friends who advise them. Why should it not include the women they trust?”

“Of course I am free to say what I think!” smiled the Emperor’s mistress.

“Forthright women are a joy,” I said. Helena and I had exchanged views on the crispness of cabbage in terms that still made my hair stand on end.

“I’m glad that you think so,” Helena commented.

“Vespasian always values sound opinions,” replied Caenis, speaking like an official court biographer, though I sensed domestic satire much like our own was lurking underneath.

“With his burden of work in rebuilding the Empire,” I suggested, “Vespasian must also welcome a partner in his labors.”

“Titus is a great joy to him,” returned Caenis serenely. She knew how to misunderstand a tricky point. “And I am sure he has hopes of Domitian.” Vespasian’s elder son was virtually co-Emperor and although the younger had made a few gaffes, he still carried out formal duties. I had a deep-running feud with Domitian Caesar and fell silent, brooding on how he charged me with bile. Antonia Caenis finally waved me to a seat.

In the three years since Vespasian became Emperor popular suspicion had it that this lady was enjoying herself. It was believed that the highest posts—tribuneships and priesthoods—could be allocated at her word (in return for payment). Pardons were bought. Decisions were fixed. It was said that Vespasian encouraged this trade, which not only enriched and empowered his concubine but bought grateful friends for him. I wondered about their arrangement for sharing the financial profits. Was it divided by a strict percentage? On a sliding scale? Did Caenis make deductions for expenses and wear and tear?

“Falco, I am not in a position to sell you favors,” she declared, as if she read my thoughts. All her life people must have made up to her because of her closeness to the court. Her eyes were dark and watchful. In the mad, suspicious turbulence of the Claudian family, too many of her patrons and friends had died. Too many of her years had been lost to painful uncertainty. Whatever was for sale in this elegant villa would be handled with scrupulous attention, not least attention to its value.

“I am not in a position to buy,” I replied frankly.

“I cannot even make you promises.”

I disbelieved that.

* * *

Helena leaned forwards to speak, so her blue stole slipped from her left shoulder and fell across her lap, its trim catching in one of the row of light bangles she wore to cover the scar from a scorpion bite. She shook the stole free impatiently. The gown below was white, a formal choice. I noticed she was wearing an old agate necklace that she had owned before I met her, subconsciously playing the senator’s daughter again. Pulling rank seemed unlikely to work.

“Marcus Didius is far too proud to pay for privileges.” I loved Helena when she spoke so earnestly, especially when it was about me. “He won’t tell you himself, but he has been sorely disappointed—and after Vespasian had made him a direct offer of promotion to the middle rank.”

Caenis listened with an air of distaste, as if complaints were bad manners. She had undoubtedly heard the whole story of how I went to the Palace to claim my reward. Vespasian had promised me social advancement, but I chose to ask for it one night when Vespasian himself had been out of Rome and Domitian was handling pleas. Overconfident, I brazened it out with the princeling; for that I paid the penalty. I held evidence against Domitian on a very serious charge, and he knew it. He had never moved against me openly, but that night he took his revenge by turning me down.

Domitian was a brat. He was also dangerous, and I reckoned Caenis was shrewd enough to see it. Whether she would ever disturb the family peace by saying so was another matter. But if she was prepared to criticize him, would she speak up on my behalf?

Caenis must know what we wanted. Helena had made an appointment to come here, and as an ex-secretary to the court, Caenis would naturally have obtained full briefing material before confronting supplicants.

She made no answer, still pretending not to intervene in affairs of state.


“Disappointment has never made Marcus falter in his service to the Empire.” Helena spoke again, without bitterness though her expression was austere. “His work has included several very dangerous provincial journeys, and you must be aware of what he achieved in Britain, Germany, Nabataea, and Spain. Now he wants to offer his services to the Census, as I outlined to you just now—”

This was received with a cool, noncommittal nod.

“It’s an idea I conceived with Camillus Verus,” I explained. “Helena’s father is of course a good friend of the Emperor.”

Caenis graciously picked up the hint: “Camillus is your patron?” Patronage was the weft of Roman society (where the warp was graft). “So has the senator spoken to the Emperor on your behalf?”

“I was not brought up to be anybody’s client.”

“Papa supports Marcus Didius fully,” interposed Helena.

“I am sure that he would do.”

“It seems to me,” Helena carried on, growing fiercer, “Marcus has done as much for the Empire as he should do without formal recognition.”

“What do you think, Marcus Didius?” asked Caenis, ignoring Helena’s anger.

“I would like to tackle this Census job. It poses a good challenge, and I don’t deny it could be very lucrative.”

“I was not aware Vespasian paid you exorbitant fees!”

“He never has,” I grinned. “But this would be different. I won’t act on piecework rates. I want a percentage of whatever income I recover for the state.”

“Vespasian could never agree to that.” The lady was emphatic.

“Think about it.” I could be tough too.

“Why, what sort of amounts are we discussing?”


“If as many people as I suspect are attempting to fiddle their returns, the sums to be extracted from culprits will be enormous. The only limitation would be my personal stamina.”

“But you have a partner?” So she knew that.

“He’s untried as yet, though I’m confident.”

“Who is he?”

“Just an out of work scrutineer my old mother took pity on.”

“Indeed.” I reckoned Antonia Caenis had discovered it was Anacrites. She might know him. She could dislike him as much as I did—or she could view him as Vespasian’s servant and ally. I stared her out.

She smiled abruptly. It was frank, intelligent, and startlingly full of character. There was no recognition that she was an elderly woman who should feel ready to relinquish her place in the world. For a moment I glimpsed what Vespasian must always have seen in her. She must be well up to the old man’s undoubted caliber. “Your proposition sounds attractive, Marcus Didius. I shall certainly discuss it with Vespasian if an occasion arises.”

“I bet you keep a note tablet with a formal list of queries that you and he pore over at a set hour every day!”

“You have a peculiar notion of our daily routine.”

I smiled gently. “No, I just thought you might pin down Titus Flavius Vespasianus in the same way that Helena tackles me.”

They both laughed. They were laughing at me. I could bear it. I was a happy man. I knew Antonia Caenis was going to land me the job I wanted, and I had high hopes that she might do more than that.

“I suppose,” she said, still being direct, “you want to explain to me what went wrong about promoting you?”


“I expect you know what went wrong, lady! Domitian was of the opinion that informers are sordid characters, none of whom is worthy of inclusion in the lists for the middle rank.”

“Is he correct?”

“Informers are far less sordid than some of the musty gargoyles with clammy ethics who people the upper rank lists.”

“No doubt,” said Caenis with the slightest suggestion of reproof, “the Emperor will bear your strictures in mind when he reviews the lists.”

“I hope he does.”

“Your remarks could indicate, Marcus Didius, that you would not now wish to be aligned near the musty gargoyles.”

“I can’t afford to feel superior.”

“But you can risk outspokenness?”

“It’s one of the talents that will help me screw cash from Census cheats.”

She looked severe. “If I were writing minutes of this meeting, Marcus Didius, I should rephrase that as ‘recovery of revenue.’ ”

“Is there to be a formal record?” Helena asked her quietly.

Caenis looked even more stern. “Only in my head.”

“So there is no guarantee that any reward promised to Marcus Didius will be acknowledged at a future date?” Helena never lost sight of her original aim.

I leaned forwards abruptly. “Don’t worry. It could be safely written on twenty scrolls, yet if I lost favor they could all be lost in the archives by inattentive scribes. If Antonia Caenis is prepared to support me, her word is enough.”

Antonia Caenis was well used to being badgered for favors. “I can only make recommendations. All matters of state are at the discretion of the Emperor.”


I bet! Vespasian had been listening to her since she was a girl, when he was just an impoverished young senator. I grinned at Helena. “There you are. That’s the best guarantee you could want.”

At the time I really thought it was.


 
Four

 
HALF A DAY later I was called to the Palace. I saw neither Vespasian nor Titus. A silky administrator called Claudius Laeta pretended he was responsible for employing me. I knew Laeta. He was responsible only for chaos and grief.

“I don’t seem to have the name of your new partner.” He was fumbling with scrolls to avoid my eye.

“How unusually casual. I’ll send you in a chitty with his name and a full résumé.” Laeta could see I had no intention of doing it.

Acting pleasant (a certain sign that he had been leaned on hard by the Emperor) he then gave me the job I had asked for. We agreed on my percentage of the profits. Numeracy must be Laeta’s weak point. He knew everything about inventive drafting and greasy diplomacy, but could not spot an inflated tender. I came away feeling smug.

Our first subject to investigate was Calliopus, a semi-successful lanista from Tripolitania who trained and promoted gladiators, mainly the kind who fight wild beasts. When Calliopus produced his personnel list I had heard of none of them. He owned no top fighters in the glamor class. No women would throw themselves at his mediocre crew, and there were no gold victory crowns displayed in his office. But I did know the name of his lion: Leonidas.

The lion shared his praenomen with a great Spartan general; that hardly endeared him to Romans like me, who had been brought up from the crawling frame to be wary of Greeks in case we became infected with louche habits like wearing beards and discussing philosophy. But I loved this lion before I even met him. Leonidas was a man-eater, a trained one. At the next suitable Games he was going to execute a repulsive sexual killer called Thurius. Thurius had been preying on women for decades, then chopping them into pieces and dumping the remains; I myself had identified and brought him to court. The first thing I had done when Anacrites and I met Calliopus was to ask for a conducted tour of the cages, and once there, I made a beeline for the lion.

Addressing Leonidas like a trusted colleague, I explained very carefully the degree of ferocious savagery I expected from him on the day. “I’m sorry we can’t get it over with at the Saturnalia, but that’s a festival of jollity, so the priests say doing away with criminals would pollute the event. Well this gives the bastard longer to dwell on his agony when you finally get to him. Rip him to shreds just as slowly as you can, Leo. Make him linger.”

“No use, Falco.” The keeper, Buxus, had listened. “Lions are kind and polite killers. One pawswipe and you’re out.”

“I’ll make a note to ask for the big cats if I ever fall foul of the law!”

Leonidas was still young. He was fit and bright-eyed, though foul of breath from eating bloody meat. Not too much of it—they kept him starved so he would do his work efficiently. He lay at the far edge of his cage in the semidarkness. The heavy twitch of his tail was filled with contemptuous menace. Distrustful golden eyes watched us.


* * *

“What I admire about you, Falco,” Anacrites commented, coming up behind me on stealthy feet, “is your personal attention to the most obscure detail.”

It was better than hearing Petronius Longus constantly moaning that I became bogged down in trivia, but it meant the same: just like the old one, my new partner was telling me I wasted time.

“Leonidas,” I stated (wondering what the chances were of persuading the lion to devour my new partner), “is entirely relevant. He cost a lot of money, didn’t he, Buxus?”

“Naturally.” The keeper nodded. He was ignoring Anacrites; he preferred to deal with me. “The problem is catching them alive. I’ve been over to Africa and seen it. They use a kid for bait. Getting beasts to pounce and fall into a pit is dodgy enough—then they have to extract the cats without damage, while they are roaring their heads off and trying to maul anyone who comes close. Calliopus uses an agent who sometimes snatches cubs for us—but he has to hunt and kill the mother first. And then there’s the bother of rearing the cubs until they’re a useful size for the Games.”

I grinned. “No wonder the proverb says the first requirement for a successful politician is knowing a good source for tigers.”

“We don’t have tigers,” said Buxus gravely. Satire was lost on him. Jokes about senators bribing the people with gory spectacles just bounced off his bald cranium. “Tigers come from Asia, and that’s why so few reach Rome. We only have links with North Africa, Falco. We get lions and leopards. Calliopus comes from Oea—”

“Right. He keeps the business in the family. Does Calliopus’ agent rear his lion cubs over there?”

“No point wasting the expense of shipping them—that’s a game in itself—not until they’re big enough to be of some use.”

“So Calliopus owns a menagerie in Tripolitania as well as this one?”

“Yes.” That would be the establishment in Oea that Calliopus had sworn to the Censors was in his brother’s name. Anacrites surreptitiously made a note on a tablet, finally aware what I was driving at. The beasts could be as valuable as they liked; it was land, whether in Italy or the provinces, that we were tracking down. We suspected that this Oean “brother” of Calliopus was a fiction.

* * *

That had been enough for us to pursue on site the first day. We collected the menagerie records to add to a pile of scrolls about Calliopus’ fighting tough men, then we slogged back with the documents to our new office.

This roost was another point of disagreement. All my career I had operated as an informer from a gruesome apartment in Fountain Court up on the Aventine. Complainants could traipse up the six flights of stairs and rouse me from bed to listen to their woes. Timewasters balked at the climb. Bad fellows who wanted to dissuade me from my investigations by hitting me hard on the head could be heard coming.

When Helena and I had needed more spacious living accommodation we moved across the road, keeping my old place to work from. I had let Petronius move in after his wife threw him out for philandering, and even though we were no longer partners, he was still there. Anacrites insisted that we now required somewhere to stash the scrolls we amassed for the Census job, somewhere without Petro glowering at us disapprovingly. What we did not need, as I wasted my breath saying, was to install ourselves among the deadbeats at the Saepta Julia.


He fixed it up without consulting me. That was the kind of partner my mother had stuck me with.

The Saepta is a large enclosure next to the Pantheon and the Election Hall. Its internal arcades in those days—before the great clearances—were home to informers. The ones who lurked there were the slyest and grubbiest. The political creeps. Nero’s old crawlers and grasses. No tact and no taste. No ethical standards. The glory of our profession. I wanted nothing to do with any of them, but Anacrites had plunged us right into the middle of their louse-ridden habitat.

The other low class of Saepta Julia wildlife was composed of goldsmiths and jewelers, a clique loosely formed around a group of auctioneers and antique dealers. One of them being my father, from whom it was my habit to keep as far away as possible.

“Welcome to civilization!” crowed Pa, bursting in within five minutes of us arriving back there.

“Get lost, Pa.”

“That’s my boy.”

My father was a square, heavy man with untamed gray curls and what passed even among women of experience for a charming grin. He had a reputation as a shrewd businessman; that meant he would sooner lie than tell the truth. He had sold more fake Athenian blackware vases than any other auctioneer in Italy. A potter turned them out for him specially.

People said I was like my father, but if they noticed my reaction they only ever said it once.

I knew why he was happy. Every time I was deep in some complex job he would be interrupting with urgent demands that I pop down to his warehouse and help him shift some heavy piece of furniture. With me nearby he was hoping to lay off two porters and the lad who brewed borage tea. What was worse, Pa would make instant friends with every suspect I wanted to keep at a distance, then he would blab my business throughout Rome.

“This calls for drinks,” he cried, and rushed away to find some.

“You can tell Ma about this yourself,” I growled at Anacrites. That did make him go paler than ever. He must have gathered that my mother had not spoken to my father since the day he ran off with a redhead, leaving Ma to bring up his children. The idea of me working in Pa’s vicinity would have her looking for somebody she could hang up by the heels on her smoked-meat hook. By moving into this office Anacrites could well have just terminated his lease at Ma’s house, sacrificing some very palatable dinners and risking a far worse wounding than the one after which she saved his life. “I hope you can run fast, Anacrites.”

“You’re all heart, Falco. Why don’t you thank me for finding us this fine billet?”

“I’ve seen bigger pens for pigs.”

It was a first-floor closet that had been abandoned for two years after the previous tenant died in it. When Anacrites made the landlord an offer, he couldn’t believe his luck. Every time we moved we banged our elbows. The door didn’t close, mice were refusing to give way to us, there was nowhere to pee, and the nearest foodstall was right the other side of the enclosure; it sold moldy rolls that made us bilious.

I had established my own space at a small wooden counter where I could watch the world going by. Anacrites wound himself onto a stool in the darker rear area. His unobtrusive oyster tunic and oiled-back hair merged into the shadows, so only his smooth pale face stood out. He was looking worried, leaning back his head on the partition as if to hide the great cleft of his wound. Memory and logic were both playing tricks on him. All the same, he seemed to have brightened when he joined me in partnership; he gave the peculiar impression he was looking forward to his new active life.

“Don’t tell Pa what we’re doing for the Census, or the news will be everywhere by dinnertime.”

“Well what can I tell him, Falco?” As a spy he had always lacked initiative.

“Internal audit.”

“Oh right! That usually makes people lose interest rapidly. What shall we say to suspects?”

“Have to be careful. We don’t want them to realize our draconian powers.”

“No. They might respond by offering us bribes.”

“Which we are far too respectable to accept,” I said.

“Not unless the bribes are very handsome indeed,” replied Anacrites demurely.

“As with any luck they will be,” I chortled back.

“Here we are!” Pa reappeared, carrying an amphora. “I told the vintner you’d call in later to pay for it.”

“Oh thanks!” Pa squashed in beside me, and gestured expectantly for the formal introductions he had brushed aside before. “Anacrites, this is my father, the devious miser Didius Favonius. Otherwise known as Geminus; he had to change his name because there were too many angry people after him.”

My new partner evidently thought I had introduced him to a fascinating character, some colorful and sought-after Saepta eccentric. Actually they had met before, when we were all involved in searching for goods in a treason case. Neither seemed to remember it.


“You’re the lodger,” exclaimed my father. Anacrites looked pleased by his local fame.

As Pa poured wine into metal cups, I could tell he was watching us together. I let him stare. Playing games was his idea of fun, not mine.

“So it’s Falco & Partner again?”

I pressed out a tired smile. Anacrites sniffed; he had not wanted to be merely “& Partner,” but I had insisted on continuity. I was, after all, hoping to ride on straight into a different partnership as soon as possible.

“Settling in?” Pa was pleased to sense an atmosphere.

“It’s a bit tight, but we’re expecting to be out and about so that shouldn’t matter.” Anacrites seemed determined to annoy me by engaging Pa in chat. “At least the price is reasonable. Apparently there hasn’t been anyone renting for some time.”

Pa nodded. He liked to gossip. “Old Potinus had it. Until he cut his throat.”

“If he worked here I can see why he did it,” I said.

Anacrites was looking around the Villa Potinus nervously, in case there were still bloodstains. Unrepentant, my father winked at me.

Then my partner gave a start. “Internal audit’s no good as a cover!” he complained to me in a huff. “No one will believe that, Falco. The internal auditors are meant to examine mistakes in the Palace bureaucracy. They never go out among the public—” He realized I had put one over on him. I was pleased to see he was furious.

“Just testing,” I smirked.

“What’s this about?” nudged Pa, hating to be left out.

“Confidential!” I answered crushingly.


 
Five

 
THE NEXT DAY, having boned up on what Calliopus said he was worth, we went back to his training barracks to take his operation apart.

The man himself hardly looked as if he was engaged in the trade of death and cruelty. He was a tall, thin, neat fellow with a well-trimmed head of dark, crinkled hair, big ears, flared nostrils, and enough of a suntan to suggest foreign extraction though he blended in well. An immigrant from south of Carthage, if you closed your eyes he could have been Suburra-born. His Latin was colloquial, its accent pure Circus Maximus, unmarred by elocution training. He wore plain white tunics with just enough finger jewelry to imply he was humanly vain. A wide boy, one who had made good by hard work and who conducted himself with a decorous manner. The kind Rome loves to hate.

He was the right age to have worked his way up from anywhere. He could have learned all sorts of business practices along the way. He saw to us himself. It implied that he could only afford a small group of slaves, who all had their own work to do and could not be spared for us. Since I had seen his manpower schedules, I knew differently; he wanted to keep personal control over anything Anacrites and I were told. He seemed friendly and incurious. We knew what to make of that.

His establishment comprised a small palaestra where his men were trained, and a menagerie. Because of the animals, the aediles had made him stay out of Rome, on the Via Portuensis, way over the river. At least it was the right side of town for us, but in all other respects it was a damned nuisance. To avoid the Transtiberina rough quarter we had to persuade a skiffman to row us across from the Emporium to the Portuensis Gate. From there it was a short sprint past the Sanctuary of the Syrian Gods, which put us in an exotic mood, and then on past a Sanctuary of Hercules.

We had kept our first visit brief. Yesterday we met our subject, looked at his lion in a rather unsafely chewed wooden cage, then grabbed some documents to get to grips with. Today things would get tough.

Anacrites was supposed to be primed to conduct the initial interview. My own study of the records had told me Calliopus currently owned eleven gladiators. They were “bestiarii” of the professional grade. By that I mean they were not simply criminals shoved into the ring in pairs to kill one another during the morning warm-up sessions, with the last survivor dispatched by an attendant; these were eleven properly trained and armed animal fighters. Professionals like them give a good show but try to be “sent back”—that is, returned to the tunnels alive after each bout. They have to fight again, but they hope one day the crowd will shout for them to receive a large reward and perhaps their freedom.

“Not many survive?” I asked Calliopus, putting him at ease as we settled in.

“Oh more than you think, especially among the bestiarii. You have to have survivors. The hope of money and fame is what keeps them coming up to join. For young lads from poor backgrounds it may be their one chance to succeed in life.”

“I expect you know, everyone thinks the fights are fixed.”

“So I believe,” said Calliopus noncommittally.

He probably also knew the other theory every self-respecting Roman mutters whenever the president of the Games waves his pesky white handkerchief to interfere with the action: the referee is blind.

One reason this lanista’s gladiators were regarded as feeble specimens was that he really specialized in mock hunts: the part of the Games which is called the venatio. He owned various large wild animals whom he would set free in the arena in staged settings, then his men pursued them either on horseback or on foot, killing as few as they could get away with while still pleasing the crowd. Sometimes the beasts fought each other, in unlikely combinations—elephants against bulls, or panthers against lions. Sometimes a man and a beast were pitted one to one. Bestiarii, however, were little more than expert hunters. The crowd despised them compared with the Thracians, myrmillons, and retarii, the fighters of various types who were intended to end up dead on the sand themselves.

“Oh we lose the odd man, Falco. The hunts need to look dangerous.”

That did not square with events I had watched where reluctant animals had to be lured to their fate by banging shields loudly or waving fiery brands.

“So you like your four-footed stock to be ferocious. And you collect them in Tripolitania?”

“Mainly. My agents scour the whole of North Africa—Numidia, Cyrenaïca, even Egypt.”


“The animals cost a lot to find, house, and feed?”

Calliopus gave me a narrow look. “Where’s this leading, Falco?”

We had announced that Anacrites would ask the first questions, but I was happy to start in like this myself; it unsettled Calliopus who felt unsure whether the interview had yet begun formally. It unsettled Anacrites too, come to that.

Time to be frank: “The Censors have asked my partner and me to conduct what we call a lifestyle check.”

“A what?”

“Oh you know. They wonder how you can manage to own that pretty villa at Surrentum when you say your business is running at a loss.”

“I declared my Surrentum villa!” Calliopus protested. That, of course, had been his mistake. Property on the Bay of Neapolis runs at a premium. Villas on the cliffs with sparkling views across the shimmering blue to Capreae are the mark of millionaires from consular families, ex-imperial slaves from the petitions bureau, and the more successful blackmailers.

“Very proper,” I soothed him. “Of course Vespasian and Titus are sure you’re not one of those evil bastards who plead piteously that they work in a field which has heavy overheads, while at the same time they are maintaining troops of thoroughbreds in the Circus of Nero and driving chariots with go-faster spokes and gilt finials. What wheels do you run, by the way?” I asked innocently.

“I have a family-style mule-drawn conveyance and a litter for the personal use of my wife,” said Calliopus in a hurt tone, obviously making rapid plans to sell his boy-racer quadriga and its quartet of zippy Spanish grays.

“Most frugal. But you know the sort of thing that causes excitement in the bureaucracy. Big carriages, as I said. Large gambling stakes. Flash tunics. Noisy confederates. Nights out entertaining girls who provide unusual services. Nothing you could ever be accused of, I realize.” The lanista blushed. I carried on blithely: “Pentellic marble nudes. Mistresses of the type who can speak five languages and judge a cabochon-cut sapphire, who are kept in discreet penthouses up Saffron Street.”

He cleared his throat nervously. I made a note to discover the mistress. A job for Anacrites, perhaps; he seemed to have nothing to say for himself. The woman might only have mastered two or three lingos, one of them merely shopping-list Greek, but she was bound to have wheedled out of her lover a little apartment “to keep mother in,” and Calliopus would probably have his foolish name on the transfer deed.

What a great deal of mire there was to uncover in the course of our noble work. Dear gods, how deceitful my fellow citizens were (thought I, contentedly).

There was no sign yet that Calliopus intended to offer us inducements to leave him alone. It suited Falco & Partner at present. We were not yet that type of audit team. We intended to nail him; it was his hard luck. We wanted to start with a genuine high strike rate and a matching income for the Treasury, in order to prove to Vespasian and Titus that we were worth employing.

It would also alert the general population that being investigated by us was dangerous, so people on our list might like to reach an early settlement.

“So you own eleven gladiators,” Anacrites weighed in finally. “How do you acquire them, may I ask? Do you purchase them?”

A rare look of anxiety crossed Calliopus’ face as he worked out that this question would precede one that asked where the purchase money came from. “Some.”


“Are they slaves?” continued Anacrites.

“Some.”

“Sold to you by their masters?”

“Yes.”

“In what circumstances?”

“They will normally be troublemakers who have offended the master—or else he just thinks they look tough and decides to convert them to cash.”

“You pay a lot for them?”

“Not often. But people always hope we will.”

“You also acquire foreign captives? Do you have to pay for them?”

“Yes; they belong to the state originally.”

“Are they regularly available?”

“In times of war.”

“That market could dry up if our new Emperor installs a glorious period of peace . . . Where will you look then?”

“Men come forward.”

“They choose this life?”

“Some people are desperate for money.”

“You pay them a lot?”

“I pay them nothing—only their bread.”

“Is that enough to hold them?”

“If they could not eat before. There is an initial enrollment fee paid to free men who volunteer.”

“How much?”

“Two thousand sesterces.”

Anacrites raised his eyebrows. “That’s not much more than the Emperor pays poets who recite a good ode at a concert! Is it reasonable for men signing their lives away?”

“It’s more than most have ever seen.”

“Not a large figure, however, in return for slavery and death. And when they join, they have to sign a contract?”


“They bind themselves to me.”

“For how long?”

“Forever. Unless they win the wooden sword and are made free. But once they have been successful, even those who win the biggest prizes tend to grow restless and rejoin.”

“On the same terms?”

“No; the recommissioning fee is six times the original.”

“Twelve thousand?”

“And of course they expect to garner more prizes; they believe themselves winners.”

“Well that won’t be forever!”

Calliopus smiled quietly. “No.”

Anacrites stretched himself, looking thoughtful. He conducted an unforced style of interview, making copious notes in a large, loose hand. His manner was calm, as if merely familiarizing himself with the local scenery. It was not what I had expected. Still, to become Chief Spy he must have been successful once.

Calliopus, we had already decided, had been advised by his accountant to cooperate where it was unavoidable, but never to volunteer anything. Once Anacrites had started him talking, a drawn-out pause threw him. “Of course I can see what you’re after,” he burbled. “You wonder how I can afford to make these purchases, when I told the Censors most of my outgoings were long-term ones with no immediate returns.”

“Training your gladiators,” Anacrites agreed, making no comment on the guilty gush of extra information.

“It takes years!”

“During which time you have to pay for their board?”

“And provide trainers, doctors, armorers—”

“Then they may die on their first public outing.”

“Mine is a high-risk enterprise, yes.”


I leaned forwards, interrupting. “I never met a businessman who didn’t make that claim!”

Anacrites laughed, more with Calliopus than me, still winning his confidence. We were going to play this like nice fellows, implying that nothing the suspect said mattered. No tutting and head-shaking. Just smiles, pleasantries, sympathy with all his problems—then writing a report that would kick the poor victim to Hades.

“What do you do for capital?” I asked.

“I am paid for supplying men and beasts for the venatio. Plus, if we stage an actual fight, some prize money.”

“I thought the winning gladiator took the purse?”

“A lanista receives his own share.”

Much bigger than the fighter’s, no doubt. “Enough for a villa with views to Neapolis? Well, no doubt that represents years of work.” Calliopus wanted to speak but I carried on regardless. We had him on the run. “Given that you have accrued your rewards over a long period, we did wonder whether when you prepared your return for the Census there might have been any other items of estate—outside Rome, perhaps, or properties which you have owned for so long they slipped your memory—which were inadvertently omitted from your tax declaration?”

I had made it sound as though we knew something. Calliopus managed not to gulp. “I will look at the scrolls again to make quite sure—”

Falco & Partner were both nodding at Calliopus (and preparing to take down his confession) when he was given an unexpected reprieve.

A hot, tousled slave with dung on his boots rushed into the room. For a moment he squirmed in embarrassment, unwilling to speak to Calliopus in our presence. Anacrites and I politely put our heads together, pretending to discuss our next move, whilst in fact we listened in.

We caught some mumbled words about something terrible having happened, and an urgent request for Calliopus to attend the menagerie. He cursed angrily. Then he jumped to his feet. For a moment he stared at us, debating what to say.

“We have a death.” His tone was curt; clearly he was annoyed about it. The loss, I deduced, would be expensive. “I need to investigate. You can come if you want.”

Anacrites, easily able to look off color nowadays, said he would remain in the office; even a bad spy knows when to take a chance to search the premises. Then Calliopus informed me that whatever had happened had struck down his lion, Leonidas.


 
Six

 
THE MENAGERIE WAS a long, low, roofed area. A series of big cages, the size of slave cubicles, ran along one side; from these came odd rustling sounds and suddenly a deep grunt from another large animal of some kind, maybe a bear. Opposite the cages were smaller pens with lower bars, mainly empty. At one end four uncaged ostriches were ogling us while Buxus tried feebly to restrain their curiosity by offering them a bowl of grain. They were taller than him and determined to be nosy, like ghouls craning their necks when someone has been run over by a wagon.

Leonidas was lying in his cage, not far from where he had been when I saw him yesterday. This time his head was turned away from us.

“We need more light.”

Calliopus, sounding terse, called for torches. “We keep it dim to pacify the beasts.”

“Can we go in?” I put a hand on one bar of the cage. It felt stronger than I expected from its gnawed appearance; the contraption was wooden, though reinforced with metal. A short length of chain kept the door fastened, secured by a closed padlock. Apparently the keys were kept in the office; Calliopus yelled to a slave to run for them.

Buxus abandoned his nursemaiding task and joined us, still jostled by the long-legged birds.

“You can go in. He’s safe. He’s dead, definitely.” He nodded to a flyblown carcass inside the cage. “He’s never touched his breakfast!”

“You fed him that meat this morning?”

“Just a tidbit to keep him going.” It looked like a whole goat. “I called him; he was lying just like that. I just thought he was asleep. Poor thing must already have gone and I never realized.”

“So you left him to finish his snooze, as you thought?”

“That’s right. When I came back later to bring some corn for the daft birds here, I thought he seemed quiet. When I checked I knew he hadn’t moved. There were flies all over him, and not even a twitch of his tail. I even poked him with a long stick. Then I said to myself, he’s gone all right.”

The torches and keys arrived together. Calliopus roused himself and jingled the keys on a huge ring, with difficulty sorting out the right one. He shook his head. “Once you take them from their natural habitat these creatures are vulnerable. Now you can see what I’m up against, Falco. People like you”—he meant people who queried his financial probity—“don’t realize how delicate this business is. The animals can pop off overnight, and we never know why.”

“I can see you kept him in the best possible conditions.” I entered rather carefully. Like all cages it had become sordid, but the straw bedding was thick. There was a large trough of water, and the goat carcass, though Buxus was already towing that off for some other beast’s snack, shoving aside the ostriches who had followed him, then closing the cage door to keep them out.


The unkind thought struck me that Leonidas was now heading for the same fate as the goat who had been intended for his breakfast. As soon as interest in him waned, he too would be served up to some cannibalistic crony.

Close up he was bigger than I had realized. His coat was brown, his untidy mane black. His powerful back legs were tucked neatly either side of him, his front paws stretched out like a sphinx, his fat tail curled like a domestic cat’s with its black tassel neatly aligned with his body. His great head was nose down against the back of the cage. The smell of dead lion had not yet supplanted the smells he accrued in his living quarters when alive. Those were pretty strong.

Buxus offered to open the lion’s huge mouth and exhibit his teeth for me. Since this was closer than I ever wanted to be to a live lion, I agreed politely. I always welcome new experiences. Calliopus stood watching, frowning over his loss as he reckoned up what replacing Leonidas would cost him. The keeper bent over the prone animal. I heard him mutter some only half-ironic endearment. Gripping the rough mane with both hands, Buxus heaved hard to turn the lion over towards us.

Then he let out a cry of real disgust. Calliopus and I took a moment to respond, then we stepped closer to look. We smelt the powerful reek of lion. We saw blood, on the straw and in the matted fur. Then we noticed something else: from the great beast’s chest protruded the splintered handle of a broken spear.

“Somebody’s done for him!” raged Buxus. “Some bastard’s gone and murdered Leonidas!”


 
Seven

 
“JUST PROMISE,” CAJOLED Anacrites, back in the lanista’s office. “Tell me you won’t let yourself be sidetracked by this, Falco.”

“Mind your own business.”

“That’s exactly what I am doing. My business and yours at present is to earn sesterces by pinpointing bastards for the Censors. We don’t have time to worry about mysterious killings of Circus lions.”

But this was not any old Circus creature. This was Leonidas, the lion who was due to eat Thurius. “Leonidas dispatched criminals. He was the Empire’s official executioner. Anacrites, that lion was as much a state employee as you and me.”

“I shall not object then,” said my partner, a man of sour and wizened ethics, “if you put up a plaque in his name denoting the Emperor’s gratitude, and then make a frugal one-off payment to whoever runs his funeral club.”

I told him he could object or not object to anything, so long as he left me alone. I was perfectly able to wind up our audit here with one hand tied behind my back in the time it took Anacrites to remember how to write the date on our report in administration Greek. While I was doing my share, I would also discover who killed Leonidas.

Anacrites never knew when to leave a het up man to settle down. “Isn’t what has happened a matter for his owner now?”

It was. And I already knew what his owner was planning to do about it: nothing.

When he first saw the wound and the spear butt, Calliopus had gone a funny color, then he looked as if he was regretting having invited me to view the corpse. I noticed him frown at Buxus, obviously warning him to keep quiet. The lanista assured me the death was nothing sinister, and said he would soon sort it out by talking to his slaves. It was perfectly clear to a seasoned informer that Calliopus was fobbing me off. He intended some kind of cover-up.

Well he had reckoned without me.

* * *

I told Anacrites he looked as if he needed a rest. In fact he looked the same as usual, but I needed to patronize him to cheer myself up. Leaving him in the lanista’s office trying to reconcile figures (perhaps not the best cure for a man with a bad head), I walked outside to the area of hard ground where five or six of the gladiators had been practicing for most of the morning. It was a bleak rectangle at the heart of the complex, with the menagerie on one side rather unsuitably sited next to the fighters’ refectory; barracks with sleeping quarters lay at the back end behind a halfhearted colonnade, which came round to an equipment store with the office over it. The office had its own balcony from which Calliopus could watch his men practice, and an exterior staircase. A crude statue of Mercury at the far end of the yard was supposed to inspire the men as they exercised. Even he looked depressed.


The nerve-racking clatter of the exercise swords and the aggressive shouting had finally ceased. The bestiarii were now in a curious huddle near the doorway to the menagerie. In the silence as I approached them I could make out harsh grunts and roars from the animals.

These bestiarii were not huge muscle-bound fellows, though strong enough to hurt you if you stared at them longer than they wanted. They all wore loincloths, some favored various leather binding straps on their sturdy arms, and for verisimilitude one or two were even in helmets, though plainer shapes than the finely crafted casques worn by fighters in the arena. More wiry and quicker on their feet than most professionals, these men also looked younger and brighter than average. I soon discovered that did not mean they would handle questions meekly.

“Any of you notice anything suspicious last night or today?”

“No.”

“The name’s Falco.”

“Shove off then, Falco.”

As one man they turned away and pointedly resumed their exercises, doing gymnastic backflips and battering at each other’s swords. It was dangerous to get in their way, and far too noisy for questions. I didn’t fancy bawling. I gave them a mock salute and took my leave. Somebody had gagged them. I wondered why.

Outside the main gate to the complex lay a throwing range; four more of the group were measuring its length with spears. Anacrites and I had noticed them when we arrived. Now I strolled out there, to find them still at work, presumably not having heard about Leonidas’ fate. The nearest, a young, fit, dark-skinned lad with a fine bare torso, strong legs, and a keen eye, completed a magnificent throw. Applauding, I waved to him and when he came over politely I told him about the lion’s death. His companions all joined us, apparently in a different, more helpful mood than those in the palaestra. I repeated my question about whether any of them had seen anything.

The first fellow introduced himself as Iddibal and told me they avoided close contact with the animals. “If we get to know them, it becomes hard to chase them down in the mock hunts.”

“I noticed your keeper, Buxus, treated Leonidas as more of a friend, almost a pet.”

“He could afford to get fond of him; Leonidas was meant to come home from the arena every time.”

“Sent back standing,” another agreed, using the gladiators’ term for reprieve.

“Yes, Leonidas was different!” Grins were being exchanged.

“What am I missing?” I asked.

After a few seconds looking embarrassed, Iddibal said, “Calliopus bought him by mistake. The lion was passed off to him as a brand-new import, fresh from North Africa, but then as soon as the money had changed hands someone whispered to Calliopus that Leonidas had been specially trained. It made him useless for the hunts. Calliopus was furious. He tried to pass him on to Saturninus—he’s in the same business—but Saturninus found out in time and backed out of the deal.”

“Specially trained? You mean, to eat men? Why was Calliopus furious? Is a trained lion less valuable?”

“Calliopus has to house and feed him but he only receives the standard state fee every time the lion is used against criminals.”

“Not a very big fee?”


“You know the government.”

“I do!” They paid me. They tried to keep the fees for that as small as possible too.

“For the hunts he stages,” Iddibal explained, “Calliopus puts in a tender, based on the spectacles he can offer at the time. He’s in competition with the other lanistae, and the outcome depends on who promises the best show. With a good full-grown lion as the centerpiece, his bid for the venatio would have been very attractive.” I noticed Iddibal was talking with quite an air of authority. “The crowd loves seeing us go after a decent big cat and Calliopus doesn’t often have one. He uses a lousy agent.”

“To catch his beasts?”

Iddibal nodded, then fell silent as if he felt he had gone too far.

“Do you have much to do with the procurement side?” I asked him.

The others were prodding him teasingly; maybe they thought he had sounded off too much like an expert. “Oh I’m just one of the boys who spears them,” he smiled. “We go after whatever we’re given.”

I looked around the group. “I suppose nobody’s been indulging in a spot of off-duty target practice using Leonidas?”

“Oh no,” they said, with the kind of assurance that never quite rings true.

I did not seriously suppose they would risk annoying Calliopus by damaging the lion. Even if Leonidas only brought in official fees, a working executioner was still better than a dead one, at least until the lanista had recouped his original purchase price. Anyway there must be cachet for Calliopus in owning the beast who destroyed the most notorious criminals. The forthcoming punishment of Thurius, the murderer, was attracting much public interest. And Calliopus did seem genuinely upset to lose Leonidas; that was why I felt so troubled that he was pretending the death was unexceptional.

Whatever else I might have extracted from these gladiators was forestalled. Calliopus himself arrived, presumably to tell the men to button up, just as he had obviously told their colleagues in the palaestra. Rather than have a confrontation at that point, I nodded to him and left, casually taking with me one of the training spears.

* * *

I made my way swiftly back to the cage where the lion lay. Since the door still stood open, I went straight inside. Using my knife to widen the wound in the lion’s ribcage, I managed to withdraw the protruding spearhead. Then I laid it side by side with the one I was carrying: they did not match. The one that killed the lion had a longer, narrower head and was attached to its shaft with a different length of metal. I’m no expert, but it was clearly forged on a different anvil by a smith with a different style.

Buxus came in.

“Does Calliopus use a particular armorer?”

“Can’t afford it.”

“So where does he obtain his spears?”

“Wherever they’re on discount that week.”

Why do I always take on jobs involving cheapskates?

“Buxus, tell me: did Leonidas have any enemies?”

The keeper looked at me. He was a slave, with the usual slave’s unhealthy pallor, wearing a dirty brown tunic and rough, oversized sandals. Between the thongs his lumpen feet were badly scratched by the straw he spent his days in. Fleas and flies, of which there were all kinds in his working environment, had feasted on his legs and arms. Neither as underweight as he might have been nor as downtrodden either, he had a cautious face with pouchy eyes. His gaze seemed more open than I expected; that probably meant Buxus had been selected by Calliopus to convey whatever rubbish his master hoped to palm off on me.

“Enemies? I don’t expect the men he was due to eat liked him, Falco.”

“But they’re in chains. Thurius can hardly have taken a night off from the condemned cell and nipped here to get in first.” I wondered whether Buxus himself might be involved in the killing; this death, like most murders, could well have a domestic cause. But his affection for the great creature and his anger when he discovered his lion’s murder both seemed genuine. “Were you the last person to see Leonidas alive?”

“I topped up his water last night. He was a bit peckish but all right then.”

“Still moving about?”

“Yes, he had a bit of a prowl. Like most big cats he hates—hated—being caged. It makes them pace around restlessly. I don’t like seeing them get that way. They go mad, just the same as you or I would do if we were locked up.”

“Did you go inside the cage last night?”

“No, I couldn’t be bothered to fetch the key to open up so I just sloshed his drink through the bars with a pannikin and whispered a sweet good night.”

“Did he answer?”

“Bloody big roar. I told you he was hungry.”

“Why didn’t you feed him then?”

“We keep him short.”

“Why? He’s not due for the arena yet. What’s the reason for starving him?”

“Lions don’t have to have meat every day. They enjoy it more with an appetite.”


“You sound like my girlfriend! All right; you sloshed in a jug or two, then what? Do you sleep nearby?”

“Loft next door.”

“What’s the nightly routine? How is the menagerie kept secure?”

“All the cages are locked all the time. We often have members of the public coming to look at the animals.”

“They get up to all sorts?”

“We don’t take chances.”

“Were any strangers around last night?”

“Not that I saw. People don’t usually trek out here after dark.”

I returned to security arrangements. “I gather the keys are kept in the office? What happens when you need to muck out and at feeding time? Are you allowed to use the keys yourself?”

“Oh yes.” I had rightly deduced that the keeper enjoyed a position of some trust here.

“And at night?”

“The whole menagerie is locked up. The boss sees to it himself. The keys go into the office and the office is locked when Calliopus goes home. He has a house in town of course—”

“Yes, I know.” Plus several others; that was why Calliopus had been favored by a visit from Anacrites and me. “I expect you close up fairly early in the evening. Calliopus will want to go to the baths before dinner. A man of his standing is bound to be dining formally most nights, I suppose?”

“I dare say.” The slave had little idea of social life among free citizens apparently.

“His wife’s demanding?”

“Artemisia has to take him as he is.”


“Girlfriends?”

“I’ve no idea,” declared Buxus, obviously lying. “He doesn’t often stay late here anyway. He gets whacked out drilling the men all day; he wants his rest.”

“Well that leaves you to your own devices.” Buxus said nothing as I changed tack, assuming that I was now being critical of himself. “But what would happen, Buxus, if one of the beasts were ill in the night, or if you had a fire? Presumably you don’t have to run all the way into Rome to ask your master for the keys? If you have no access to the menagerie he could lose everything in an emergency.”

Buxus paused, then admitted, “We have an arrangement.”

“And what’s that?”

“Never you mind.”

I let it pass. Probably there was a duplicate key hanging on a nail somewhere really obvious. I could find out the details when I knew for sure it was relevant. If my guess was right, any competent burglar who cased the joint could have found that nail.

“So did everything go smoothly last night, Buxus?”

“Yes.”

“No sick beasts needing the farrier’s attention? No alarms?”

“No, Falco. All quiet.”

“Did you have a girl in? A gambling mate?”

He jumped. “What are you accusing me of?”

“Just a man’s right to company. So did you?”

“No.”

He was probably lying again, this time on his own behalf. He realized I was on to him. But he was a slave; Calliopus was unlikely to tolerate open socializing of any kind, so Buxus would understandably want to keep his habits to himself. I could extract details if I needed to. It was too soon in the game to start heavy-handed questioning.

I sighed. With a cold corpse at your feet, it’s all the same. That this one was a lion did not change how I felt. The same old dreary depression at life being wasted for some barely credible motive and probably by some lowlife who just thought he could get away with it. The same anger and indignation. Then the same questions to ask: Who saw him last? How did he spend his last evening? Who were his associates? What did he eat last? Whom did he eat, in fact?

“Were you the only person who had dealings with the lion, Buxus?”

“Him and me were like brothers.”

When you investigate murders, that claim often turns out to be untrue. “Oh yes?”

“Well he was used to me, and I was used to him—as far as I wanted to be. I never turned my back on him.”

The keeper was still facing Leonidas now. With his eyes as much on the lion as if it were still liable to spring and maul him, Buxus crouched down to where I had set the spear and the bloody spearhead alongside one another. Calliopus might be trying to hush this up, but I had a feeling Buxus wanted to know who had killed his powerful pal. “Falco—” His voice was low as he gestured to the snapped-off spike. “Where’s the shaft off the one that did for him?”

“Have you looked around, Buxus?”

“No sign of it here.”

“The man who stuck it in probably carried off what was left. Do you think it could have been one of the bestiarii?”

“It was someone who could fight,” Buxus reckoned. “Leonidas wouldn’t just roll over and let any killer tickle his tum with a weapon.”


“Had any of the lads been showing an interest in Leonidas?”

“Iddibal had a chat to me about him.”

I raised an eyebrow. “What was he asking?”

“Oh just general talk. He knows a lot about the business.”

“How’s that, Buxus?”

“Don’t know. He just takes an interest.”

“Nothing suspicious?”

“No, Iddibal was just homesick for Africa.”

“He comes from Oea like Calliopus?”

“No, Sabratha. He doesn’t talk about his old life. None of them do.”

“All right.” This seemed to be going nowhere. “We need to know what happened last night, Buxus. Let’s start with whether Leonidas was killed in his cage.”

The keeper looked surprised. “Must have been. You saw this morning. It was locked.”

I laughed. “Oldest trick there is. ‘The body was in a locked room: nobody could have got in there.’ Usually it’s meant to look like suicide. Don’t even try to tell me this lion killed himself!”

“No call to,” joked his keeper darkly. “Leonidas had too good a life. Me to hunt for him and talk to him all day—then every few months we put ribbons in his mane and sprinkled him with real gold dust to make him look pretty, and sent him to run free after criminals.”

“So he wasn’t depressed?”

“Of course he was!” the keeper snapped, changing mood suddenly. “Falco, he was turning into a cage-pacer. He wanted to be running after gazelles back in Africa, with lionesses available. All lions can be solitary if they have to—but for preference they love to fornicate.”


“He was fretting, and you were very fond of him. So was it you who put him out of his misery?” I asked sternly.

“No.” Buxus’ voice was miserable. “He was just restless. I’ve seen worse. I’m going to miss the old beast. I never wanted to lose him.”

“All right. Well that puts us back with the mystery. A locked cage isn’t a closed room though; it’s accessible. Could he have been speared through the bars?”

Buxus shook his head. “Not easily.”

I was outside the cage by then, trying it out with the long spear. “No, there’s not much space—” With hardly room to draw back my arm, it was a short, awkward throw. “It would take someone extremely accurate to loose off a shot through the bars. The bestiarii are good, but they don’t hunt indoors. I suppose they could have just poked him—”

“Leonidas would have tried to avoid the spear, Falco. And he would have roared. I was only next door. I’d have heard him.”

“That’s a good point. It was some spear thrust that killed him anyway. From close quarters, and with space to maneuver.” I knelt beside the corpse, checking it over again. There were no other wounds on the body. The lion was definitely killed by one terrific blow—with the weapon handheld, I reckoned, not a throw—impaling the beast from straight in front. It was extremely professional. The situation must have been damned dangerous. The spear itself would have been a heavy one, and withstanding the onrush of the lion would have taken courage and power. Then I guessed Leonidas had fallen immediately, right where he was killed.

“Maybe he was killed near the front of the cage, the spear broke, then he crawled away.” Buxus lacked my expertise in working out the processes. He had a slave’s habit of self-contradiction too—unless he were deliberately trying to confuse me.

“We said killing him through the bars wouldn’t work.” Even so, to cover the possibility, I led Buxus to the front of the cage and examined the straw. “Look—no blood. You haven’t mucked him out today, have you? If he was alive and crawling, he would have bled.” I walked the keeper back to where the lion lay. Seizing the beast by its massive paws I braced myself and dragged him sideways to examine the straw under his belly. Buxus lent a hand. “Some blood, but not enough.”

“What’s it mean, Falco?”

“He was not killed through the bars, and I doubt if anyone came inside the cage. It would be far too risky and there isn’t enough space to wield the spear.”

“So what happened to Leonidas?”

“He was killed somewhere else. Then his body was moved in here after he died.”


 
Eight

 
IF LEONIDAS WAS taken elsewhere, let’s look for signs of what happened—”

“Falco, nobody could have got him away from here!”

“It will do no harm to look.”

Buxus was looking nervous now, as if he had remembered that Calliopus wanted him to mislead me. I needed to search for evidence quickly, before some slave came along with a flat-headed broom and either accidentally or purposely swept away clues.

Outside in the exercise area the gladiators had stirred up so much dust there was no longer any chance that tracks from last night would show. I wondered if this was deliberate, but the fighters had to train, and this was where they normally did it. They had gone back to their exercises and kept up their racket, leaping around me with horrible yells as I crouched looking for pawprints on the hard dry ground. Their aggression made me feel tense. It was supposed to be practice, but they were big enough and moving fast enough to do serious damage if we collided. Occasionally one of the sparring men crashed so close I was forced to scramble aside. They ignored what I was trying to do. That in itself was unnatural. People are normally more curious.

“There’s no hope of prints or spots of blood. We’re too late—” I stood up. Time for a new tack. “Buxus, if you had been moving Leonidas to the arena, how would you have done it? I presume you don’t take the big growlers out for walkies on dog leads?”

The slave looked shifty for some reason. “We have traveling cages.”

“Where are they kept?”

Controlling his reluctance he led me slowly around the back of the barracks to a row of lean-to stores. Impassively he watched as I glanced into most of them, finding bales of straw and tools—buckets, long poles for controlling angry animals, straw figures to distract the wild beasts in the arena, and finally under an open-sided shed three or four compact cages on wheels, neat enough to be squeezed between the cages of the menagerie, and just large enough to transport a lion or leopard from place to place.

“How do you get the beasts inside one of these?”

“It’s quite a game!”

“But you’re well practiced?”

Buxus squirmed in his rough tunic; he was embarrassed, though pleased, by my praising his skill.

I examined the nearest cage closely. There was nothing suspicious. I was walking away when intuition drew me back.

Empty, the wheeled cages were easy to manipulate. I managed to pull out the one I had examined single-handed; Buxus stood by, glaring. He said nothing and made no attempt to stop me, but nor did he weigh in to help. Perhaps he knew, or guessed, what I would find: the next cage did provide evidence. Kneeling down inside it, I soon discovered traces of blood.

I jumped out and dragged the second cage into the light. “Someone has made a very crude attempt to hide this, simply pulling out another cage and parking the significant one at the back.”

“Oh really?” said Buxus.

“Pathetic!” I showed him the blood. “Seen that before?”

“I might have done. It’s just an old stain.”

“That stain is not too old, my friend. And it looks as if somebody tried to wash it away—the kind of useless scrubber my mother would refuse to have working on her kitchen floor.” The watery run-off had been absorbed far along the grain of the wooden floor of the cage, but the original splashes of blood could still be seen as darker, more concentrated marks. “Not much effort went into it—or else there wasn’t enough time to do a good job.”

“You think Leonidas was taken somewhere in this cart, Falco?”

“I bet he was.”

“That’s terrible.”

I gave Buxus a sharp look. He seemed deeply unhappy, though I could not tell whether he was simply grieving for his lost big cat, or whether he was uncomfortable with my discovery and line of questioning. “He was taken away—and then brought back dead, Buxus. What’s puzzling me, is how anyone could have extracted him from his normal cage without you hearing the commotion?”

“It’s a real puzzle,” the keeper said sorrowfully.

I kept my eyes boring into him. “He would have been quiet enough when he came back with the spear in him, but whoever delivered the corpse may well have been panicking. I doubt if they were able to stop themselves making some noise.”

“I just can’t understand it,” Buxus agreed. A barefaced lie. “I don’t think you’re trying.” He feigned not to notice my dangerously low tone.

I left the wheeled cage where it was. Someone else in this deceitful establishment could put it away again. Then something caught my eye, against the side wall of the shed. I pulled up what seemed to be a bundle of straw. What had attracted my attention were twined strands binding it into a definite form. “This is a straw man—or what’s left of him.” The crude shape had been savaged and torn. The ties at the tops of its legs were still in place but the shoulder bindings were broken. One of the arms and the head had been ripped off altogether. Half the straw of the body had been pulled away and the rest was all over the place. As I held the pathetic remains, they fell into two pieces. “Poor fellow’s been thoroughly ravaged! You use these as decoys, don’t you?”

“In the ring,” said Buxus, still playing the unhelpful misery.

“You throw them in to draw the beasts’ attention, and sometimes to madden them?”

“Yes, Falco.”

Some extremely maddened creature had torn at the manikin I was holding. “What’s this wrecked one doing here?”

“Must be just an old one,” said Buxus, managing to find the innocent expression I had no faith in.

I looked around. Everywhere was neat. This was a yard where items were routinely stacked, counted, inventoried, and put away. Anything that was broken would be replaced or repaired. The straw men were kept on ceiling hooks in the same shack as the safety poles. All the used decoys that currently dangled there had been rebound to a reasonable shape.

I tucked the two halves of the dismembered figure under my arm, making a big point of confiscating the evidence. “On two occasions last night there must have been quite a commotion near Leonidas’ cage—when he was fetched, and when he was brought home. You claim you missed all of it. So are you now going to tell me, Buxus, where you really were that evening?”

“I was here in bed,” he repeated. “I was here and I heard nothing.”

I was a good Roman citizen. No matter how brazenly he was defying me, I knew better than to beat up another citizen’s slave.


 
Nine

 
WHEN WE RETURNED to the main area Buxus pointedly involved himself in his work while I took a last look around the cages. He surrounded himself with the four ostriches, who nuzzled close, lifting their feet with the exaggerated delicacy of any farmyard fowls. “Watch yourself, Falco; they can give a hefty kick.”

Kicking was not their only talent; one of them took a fancy to the wavy-edged braid around the neck of my tunic and kept leaning over my shoulder to give it a peck. The keeper made no attempt to control the pestilential things, and I soon gave up my sleuthing, which was undoubtedly what he had hoped.

I walked back to the office, still holding the scraps of the straw man. Anacrites was talking to Calliopus. They both eyed my trophy. I propped up the pieces on a stool and said nothing about it.

“Calliopus, your lion was taken out on an excursion last night, and not—presumably—because his doctor had recommended fresh air carriage trips.”

“That’s impossible,” the lanista assured me. When I described the evidence he merely scowled.


“You did not sanction the trip?”

“Of course not, Falco. Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Does it cause you concern that somebody made Leonidas their plaything on an illicit night out?”

“Of course it does.”

“Any idea who might have done it?”

“None at all.”

“It must have been someone who felt confident about handling lions.”

“Mindless thieves.”

“Yet thoughtful enough to bring Leonidas back.”

“Madness,” moaned Calliopus, burying any real feelings in a show of theatrical woe. “It’s incomprehensible!”

“Had it ever happened before to your knowledge?”

“Certainly not. And it won’t happen again.”

“Well not now Leonidas is dead!” provided Anacrites. His sense of humor was infantile.

I tried ignoring my partner, which was always the safest way to deal with him except when he was actually hiring hitmen and had been seen writing my name on a scroll. Then I watched him very closely indeed.

“Buxus has not been very helpful, Calliopus. I wanted him to give me some clues as to how the lion could have been pinched—and, indeed, put back in his cage afterwards—without anybody noticing.”

“I’ll speak to Buxus,” Calliopus fussed. “Please leave this business to me, Falco. I really don’t see why you have to involve yourself.” Behind his back, Anacrites nodded agreement vigorously.

I gave Calliopus my threatening auditor’s sneer. “Oh we always take a keen interest in anything peculiar that happens while we are carrying out a lifestyle check!”

“Whether it seems relevant or not,” added Anacrites, pleasantly aiming to strike fear into the interviewee. He was a good civil servant after all.

Calliopus shot us a filthy look and bustled off.

* * *

I seated myself quietly and began making memos for myself about the lion’s death. I held my tablet up at an angle so Anacrites had to guess what my scratchings were about.

He had worked alone for too long. He had been a man who kept his own council with perverted secrecy. Once he joined me he had braced himself to be companionable, but he then found it unbearable to share an office with someone who refused to talk to him. “Are you intending to carry on with the Censor’s enquiry, Falco?” It was like doing your school homework with a fidgety younger brother. “Or are you giving up our paid assignment for this silly Circus interlude?”

“May as well do both.”

I kept my eyes down. When I finished the notes that I actually wanted, I fooled him by drawing stickmen with busy scratches of my stylus. I completed three different sets of gladiators in combat, together with gesticulating lanistae urging on their efforts. My thinking time ended. I drew a sharp breath, as if I had reached some great conclusion. Then I squashed out the doodles with the flat end of my stylus, which was a shame because some had artistic merit.

I spun around to a pile of scrolls we were supposed to have scrutinized already, and spent the whole afternoon unwinding and rewinding them though never taking notes. Anacrites managed to stop himself asking what I was up to. Without even trying I managed to keep it to myself.

In fact I was re-examining the dockets and price lists for the animals Calliopus imported. We had previously looked at what he paid for them individually, and his overall cash flow for the menagerie account. All that had been aimed at deciding his true personal worth. Now I wanted to acquire a more general understanding of how the importation business worked. Where the beasts came from. In what numbers and what condition. And what it might mean to Calliopus first to buy a lion with the wrong pedigree for the venatio—and then to have him mysteriously killed.

Most of his animals came via his hometown of Oea in the province of Tripolitania. They were delivered by one regular shipper, who was probably his third cousin. All the shipments were put together over there at the menagerie which Anacrites and I had doubts about, the one which allegedly belonged to Calliopus’ “brother,” the “brother” whose existence we thought might be faked. We had certainly failed to find any scribbled notes from him saying, “What are the women like in Rome?” or “Mother had another bad turn last week”—let alone that old family favorite “Please send more money.” If he was real, he seemed strangely unfraternal in making a nuisance of himself.

Occasional entries recorded other purchases. Calliopus had bought a bear, five leopards and a rhinoceros (who promptly died on him) from a senator whose private collection was being broken up. Iddibal was right; he rarely acquired big cats, although two years ago he had shared with a fellow lanista called Saturninus a huge purchase from a defunct arena supplier’s estate. Going solo again, Calliopus then made a rare acquisition of crocodiles direct from Egypt, but they suffered badly on the voyage and proved unsatisfactory in the arena, where audiences had come to regard exotics from the Nile as less than spectacular unless they had a provenance all the way from Cleopatra’s own fish-pools. He had accepted a stray python that had been captured in a market by the vigiles.


After a long search I finally turned up the records for Leonidas. Calliopus had bought him last year, through a factor in Puteoli named as Cotys. The original entry merged almost boringly into a hundred others, neatly lettered by Calliopus’ accountant, who had been taught enough calligraphy to write a hand so tidy it was illegible; luckily his figures were cruder and easier to read. I was immediately intrigued by what looked like a later note, added alongside the original entry with blotchier ink in a wilder hand. After “bought from Cotys” someone had scrawled angrily “Acting for Saturninus, that bastard!”

Well. Whatever the man’s legal parentage, I had just unearthed the third reference to this Saturninus today. First Iddibal had told me that when Calliopus discovered he had bought a trained man-eater by mistake, he had tried to sell Leonidas to another lanista who bore that name. Now it transpired that Saturninus had been the seller all along—so presumably Calliopus was really trying to make the agent take the lion back to the man who had tricked him. This followed a partnership they had joined in the previous year—which in my experience of partnerships was likely to have ended in at least an awkward parting, if not a blazing row.

Rivalry, eh?


 
Ten

 
AT LEAVING TIME I managed to shed Anacrites. We walked out through the barracks portico together and started up the road, then I lost him with a simple lie about having left my stylus behind. When he went on to cross the Tiber alone, I wasted time at the Temple of Hercules, trying to squeeze some gossip out of a slightly tipsy priest. He had no idea who his neighbors were. He had not even noticed lions constantly roaring just down the highway, and if any of the bestiarii ever came to the sanctuary to make offerings for favorable treatment from the gods, they had wasted their sacrifices. This charlatan was only interested in scrutinizing entrails if they came in a bowl with bacon and celery, nicely doused in a wine sauce.

I left the temple. Anacrites had safely vanished. By the time I returned to the Calliopus establishment, the exercise grounds had both emptied. All gladiators love the feeding trough.

I walked in looking innocent, then since no one was about I managed to station myself in the shadow at the base of the rough and ready statue of Mercury. Huddling in my cloak against the chill, I prepared to wait. With the short winter hours the light had faded already. I could hear the hum of the fighters at their meal indoors. Occasionally a slave brought a bucket to or from the menagerie. Then someone came out from one of the rooms below the office.

Whoever was that?

It proved to be two people. Hanging back a bit was a sturdy young fellow who looked like Iddibal, the most helpful of the fighters I had talked to that morning. He was trailing after a woman. She looked distinctly classy—in the confident, expensive sense. Well, that’s another thing all gladiators are supposed to like.

It was too dark to make out her face, though I could see the flash of jewelry on her well-padded chest. She was lurking in a veil, probably with good reason; rich women are renowned for hanging around gladiators’ schools—but we still all pretend it’s a scandal when they do. There was a flounce on her gown and another in her gait. She carried herself like one of those heavy, extremely senior Greek goddesses who bear on their heads walled cities instead of topknots and ribbons. Although neither was speaking, I gained the impression strong words had been exchanged between Iddibal and this personage before they made their exit, and that there was still much to be said, on her side at least.

Just then Calliopus came out from his office, which was on an upper story. He looked down over the balcony without comment. The woman saw him, then stalked away out of the complex with immense dignity—a complete phony if she had just been here for the illicit thrill of throwing herself at a young stud. I glimpsed a slave waiting for her just beyond the main gate.

No lanista encourages sordid goings-on. Well, not openly. Pragmatists will appreciate that presents from rich women help keep their fighters optimistic, though they don’t actually hold the door open. For one thing, the wealthy dames love a hint of secrecy. Whatever the rules were here officially, Iddibal (if he it was) ducked his head without acknowledging his master, then quickly scuttled across to the main building where his cronies were scoffing their meal.

Calliopus watched with his arms folded. He came down the staircase and crossed the open ground to the animal house, walking at a brisk pace. I noticed he had a long cloak folded over one shoulder; it was hometime for the man in charge. That was good; I had been prepared to squat here in the cold half the night.

He stayed inside just a short while, then came out again with Buxus and a couple of other attendants. Calliopus dismissed the slaves who scampered off in the direction of the barracks, no doubt hoping the gladiators had left them a few morsels to eat. Calliopus locked the menagerie. Then he and Buxus walked together back up to the office, which was solemnly secured as well. The lanista hung the big key ring on his belt. Instead of departing through the outer entrance gate as I expected, Calliopus then gave me a nasty shock: he and Buxus returned to ground level and came marching straight towards me.

I had slid behind the plinth when the lanista first appeared. Now I pulled in my head, and waited for what seemed like inevitable discovery. There was a colonnade behind me, in front of the row of cells where the bestiarii slept, but if I scampered back to take cover I would be making myself visible. Escaping detection seemed impossible. As soon as the two men drew level with me, I would be like a virgin caught out with a melon seller. I prepared to jump up and make some feeble excuse for still being on the premises. Even so, the measured pace at which the two men were walking made me pause. I flattened myself against the rough-cast plinth and held my breath.

They were on me. Only the statue remained between us. A couple of footsteps scuffed: boot leather on wood instead of baked earth. A quiet clink of metal and a soft little knocking sound. Two more steps. Then to my astonishment, I heard Calliopus and Buxus walking away again. Once my heart had stopped beating, I ventured to peep out. This time they had their backs to me, going straight to the portico. By now I could see a big carriage drawn up and waiting in the roadway outside. Calliopus said something casual, then he left. Buxus went whistling off for his evening meal.

I sat tight until my confidence returned. I crept around the statue base and stood thoughtfully in front of the calm-eyed Mercury in his winged sandals and ill-chosen December nudity. He stared over my head, no doubt trying to pretend that he did not feel like an idiot showing his all to the local sparrows and wearing a wreath perched on top of his traveling hat. A couple of wooden steps in front of his plinth provided access for whoever renewed his laurel leaves.

I trod silently up the steps. With a whispered “excuse me” I fumbled under the wreath. As I suspected, some hard-hearted pervert had knocked a nail into Mercury’s head, just behind his left ear. What a way to treat a man—let alone the messenger of the gods. Hanging on the nail was a single large key. I left it there. Now I knew where they kept their emergency spare. So did half of Rome, probably.

Like Calliopus I went home. Unlike him, my earnings were moderate. I had no carriage to come and collect me; I just walked. For informers this is an ideal way to think.

Of our girlfriends and our dinner, usually.


 
Eleven

 
MY APARTMENT WAS full of people. Most had come to annoy me, but it’s the duty of a good Roman to make himself available at home to those who wish to fawn on him. Naturally I wanted my daughter to grow up with an appreciation of the sociable customs that had applied in our great city since Republican times. On the other hand, since Julia Junilla was little over six months old, her only current interest was in applying her crawling skills to heading out to the landing as fast as she could and flinging herself off into the street ten feet below. I scooped her up just as she reached the edge, let myself be charmed by her sudden beaming smile of recognition, and went indoors to tell the rest of them firmly that they could clear out.

It got me nowhere as usual.

* * *

My sister Maia, who was on very friendly terms with Helena, had come to visit; on my entry she groaned loudly then grabbed her cloak and pushed out past me, implying that my arrival had spoiled the happy atmosphere. Maia had a family; she must also have had things to do. I was fond of her, and she could usually make a pretense of tolerating me. Behind her as she barged past I had glimpsed a small, scowling figure, robed in five sensible layers of long woolen tunic and looking at me the way the Medusa sized up passers-by before turning them to stone: our mama. I guessed she would be accompanied by Anacrites.

Helena, whose face revealed a previous moment of panic on realizing that Julia had escaped again, noted that I had now recaptured our offspring. Recovering from her alarm, she made a cutting remark about Cato the Elder always being home from the Senate in time to see the baby bathed. I congratulated myself on having cornered a woman who could flay me with literary allusions rather than having picked up some dumb pudding with a big bust and no sense of historical niceties. Then I said, if ever I was made a member of the Senate I would ensure that I followed Cato’s sterling example but while I remained on the rougher side of the Sacred Way I might have to spend time earning fees instead.

“Talking of earning,” my mother started in, “I’m pleased to see you settling down to working with Anacrites. He’s just the person to set you straight.”

“No one can touch Anacrites for talent, Ma.” He was a weevil, but I wanted my dinner not an argument. He always had been a weevil, and now he was littering up my domestic life as well. In fact he was sitting on my particular stool. Not for long, I vowed. “What are you doing here, partner? You look like some snotty-nosed infant that’s been parked all day with his auntie and now has to wait until Mother comes to take him back home!”

“I lost you somewhere, Falco.”

“That’s right; you let me give you the slip,” I grinned, annoying him by making a joke of it.

“We were all just discussing wherever you could have got to,” glared Ma. “Anacrites told us you had already finished your work.” She clearly believed I had dumped him in order to waste time and money in a wine bar, though she was too tactful to say so in front of Helena. In fact Helena was perfectly capable of reaching the same conclusion, and requiring an oath on the altar of Zeus at Olympus (yes, the full round trip to Greece) before she would change her mind.

“If Anacrites said that, I’m sure it’s what he sincerely believed.” Still carrying the baby, I waved my free hand airily. “There was a detail I wanted to investigate.”

“Oh!” Ever alert to me keeping secrets from him, Anacrites started up in indignation. “What was that, Falco?”

I glanced around the room, tapped my nose, and whispered, “State business. Tell you tomorrow.” He knew I was intending to forget.

“You don’t need any secrets here,” scoffed my mother.

I said I would be the judge of that, and she aimed a swipe at me with a colander.

The reason she had the implement (which I dodged) was that Ma deemed Helena Justina too noble to prepare cabbages. Don’t get me wrong; she approved of Helena. But if Ma was there, Ma shredded the greens.

Anacrites, as her lodger, obviously supposed this meant that they would both be staying to dine with us. I let him dream.

Now I was home, in what passed for my place as the master of the household, Ma quickly completed her work and gathered herself together to leave. She took the baby from me with the air of saving Julia from the talons of a bird of ill omen, kissed her good-bye, and handed her to Helena for safekeeping. We had offered Ma a meal, but as usual she decided that we would rather be left on our own for romantic reasons (though of course being given permission crushed any romance there might have been). I hooked a hand under Anacrites’ elbow, and without actually letting it seem like rudeness, propelled him to his feet. “Thanks for escorting my mother home, old fellow.”


“It’s no trouble,” he squeezed out. “Look, have you been taking that lion business further on your own?”

“Never entered my head,” I lied.

* * *

As soon as I had waved off Ma, I closed the door firmly. Helena, more tolerant than Ma, waited for me to explain in my own time where I had been. She allowed me to reassert my authority with a few moments of lewd assault, followed by tickling the baby until Julia was hysterical, then looking round for tidbits to nibble until I was provided with proper sustenance.

Anacrites had made sure he gave Helena his opinion of our progress on the Census job, adding a warped description of what I had been up to regarding Leonidas. I now told her the parts I had not told him. “There’s a smell of something nasty. It’s quite clear the lanista is trying to stop me poking my nose in—”

Helena laughed. “Little does he realize that’s a certain way to ensure you take an interest!”

“You know me.”

“On the whole.” She shrugged, taking a bowl of nuts away from me, ostensibly to stop me filling myself up before supper, then tucked into it herself. It always gave me a thrill to see this girl who looked so prim revealing her healthy appetites. As she guessed what I was thinking, her huge eyes gazed back at me serenely; she smoothed her skirt over her knees with a very precise, stiff-fingered gesture—then she cracked open another pistachio.

“Am I being stubborn over this, sweetheart?” I reached for the nut bowl but she swung around on her stool and avoided me. “There is a lion that has been somehow spirited away from his cage, apparently without a roar—or if he did roar, without anybody hearing him even though his devoted keeper and a gaggle of gladiators were just strides away. He’s been killed somewhere else—why?—then returned to his billet and locked in.”

“To make it look as if he never left?”

“Seems so. Doesn’t it make you curious?”

“Certainly, Marcus.”

“The keeper is lying, and has probably been ordered to do so.”

“That’s odd too.”

“And the gladiators have clammed up.”

Helena was watching me, her dark brown eyes as thoughtful about the mystery as they were about evaluating what it meant to me. “This is troubling you, my darling.”

“I hate secrets.”

“And?” She could tell there was more to it.

“Well, perhaps I’m getting overexcited.”

“You!” She was teasing. “How, Marcus?”

“I wonder whether it is pure coincidence that this happened when I’m conducting enquiries there.”

“What could be behind it?” prompted Helena levelly.

“The dead lion is the one who had been booked to execute Thurius. Since it was me who apprehended Thurius—” I told her my real suspicion; it was one I could never mention to Anacrites: “I wondered whether somebody may have it in for me.”

Helena could well have laughed or scoffed. I would not have blamed her. Instead, she listened calmly and as I expected she made no attempt to patronize me. She simply told me that I was an idiot, and on reflection I agreed.

“Can we have some dinner now?”

“Later,” she said firmly. “First, you’re going to be a good Roman like Cato the Elder, and you’re going to see the baby bathed.”


 
Twelve

 
WE HAD NO domestic water supply. Like most of Rome we inhabited an apartment where the nearest fountain was around a corner in another street. For our daily ablutions we went to the public baths. They were plentiful, sociable, and in many cases free. The more luxurious parts of the Aventine boasted large detached mansions with their own private bathhouses, but in our slum we had a long walk with our strigil and oil flask. Our street was called Fountain Court, but that was an administrative joke.

Across the road, in the huge gloomy block where I had once lived myself, stood Lenia’s laundry, which did possess a deep, rather fitful well. Its murky water was usually available in winter, and big cauldrons were always on the fires in the backyard. Because I was supposed to be helping Lenia arrange her divorce I felt able to cadge what remained of her warm water after the laundry closed for the night. She had been married a whole year now—having lived with her husband for all of a fortnight—so in accordance with local custom it was well time she shed her spouse.

Lenia was married to Smaractus, the most stinking, greedy, heartless and degenerate Aventine landlord. Their union, which all her friends had been denouncing from the moment she proposed it, had been cobbled together out of their mutual hopes of defrauding each other of property. The wedding night had ended with the nuptial bed on fire, the husband in jail accused of arson, Lenia in acrimonious hysterics, and everyone else drunk out of their minds. An occasion to remember—as the wedding guests now insisted on reminding the unhappy pair. They did not thank us for it.

Their curious start should have provided years of nostalgic stories to retell happily around the fire at Saturnalia. Well, perhaps not around the fire, since Smaractus had been rather badly frightened by his adventure in the flaming bed. Around a festive table, with the lamp wicks all trimmed neatly, perhaps. But from their night being rescued by the vigiles they had descended into a hell from which nobody could save them. Smaractus came home from jail in a foul temper; Lenia pretended she had had no idea he was so violent and unpleasant; he accused her of setting fire to the bed deliberately with a view to grabbing a big inheritance if she killed him; she said she wished she had done it, even if there was no inheritance. Smaractus made a few feeble attempts to claim rights in the laundry (the one freehold he had omitted to acquire in our district), then he stole what he could carry and fled back to his own grimy apartment. Now they were getting divorced. They had been talking about it for the past twelve months without any progress, but that was typical of the Aventine.

Lenia had been in her office where black winter mold, encouraged by the laundry steam, had encased the walls in a sinister patina. Hearing us, she swayed to the door. She seemed subdued, which meant either she had not yet drunk enough to liven her up this evening, or she had tippled so much she had poisoned herself. Her unusual red hair, product of violent substances unknown to most cosmetics vendors, hung either side of her white, bleary-eyed face in frizzled hanks as she dithered at the doorway.

While Helena slipped past me to avail herself of the still-warm tubs, I planted myself in Lenia’s path with a well-placed verbal tackle. “Hello! I see your hot-blooded lover’s here.”

“Falco, when the bastard comes down, trip him up and make him talk about my settlement.”

“Call me when you hear him coming, and I’ll make another attempt to reason with him.”

“Reason? Don’t make me laugh, Falco! Just you put a noose around his throat and pull it tight; I’ll hold the agreement so he can sign it. Then you can finish strangling him.”

She meant it too.

Smaractus must be collecting rent from his hapless tenants. We could tell that from the angry shouting upstairs and also because the two dwindling stars of his backup team, Rodan and Asiacus, were flat out with a wineskin in Lenia’s front portico. Smaractus ran what he called a gladiators’ school, and these punch-drunk specimens were part of it. He took them around for protection; I mean, to protect the rest of the populace from what these idiots might get up to if Smaractus left them unattended. There was no need to drag Rodan and Asiacus up all the six stories of leasehold hovels, because Smaractus himself was perfectly capable of forcing his debtors to turn out their purses if he caught them in.

He didn’t scare me though. Nor did his thugs.

* * *

Giving Julia her bath was my job (hence the jibes about Cato the Elder and the late hour I had slunk home).

“I want her to grow up knowing who her father is,” said Helena.


“Is that to ensure she will be rude and defiant to the right person?”

“Yes. And so you will know it is all your own fault. I don’t want you ever to say ‘Her mother brought her up and ruined her’!”

“She’s a bright child. She should manage to ruin herself.”

It took me at least twice as long to clean up the baby as it took Helena to rinse out her little tunics in another cauldron. Helena disappeared, perhaps to console Lenia, though I hoped she had gone to prepare my dinner back at home. I was left to make my usual failed attempt to interest Julia in the floating ship I had whittled for her, while she played instead with her favorite toy, the cheese grater. We had to bring it or there was screaming. She had perfected how to smack it down on the water apparently aimlessly, though with a true knack of soaking her papa.

The cheese grater had a curious history. I had swiped it at Pa’s warehouse, thinking it looked like an ordinary product of a house clearance. When Pa noticed it at our apartment one day, he told me it had in fact come from an Etruscan tomb. Whether he was himself the tomb robber remained vague, as usual. He reckoned it might be five hundred years old. Still, it worked all right.

By the time I had dried Julia and dressed her, then dried myself, I felt exhausted but there was to be no peaceful relaxation because when I clutched the wriggling baby under my cloak and gathered up all her accessories I found Helena Justina, my supposedly refined girlfriend, leaning on one of the crooked pillars in the outside portico, rewinding her stole around her shoulders and risking serious assault by actually talking to Rodan and Asiacus.

The ugly pair shifted nervously. They were ill fed, unhealthy specimens, kept on short rations by Smaractus’ meanness. He had owned them for years. They were slaves, of course, pallid bruisers in leather skirts and with their arms wrapped in grimy bandages to make them look tough. Smaractus still made a pretense of exercising them at his seedy training barracks, but the place was just a cover and he could never dare risk them in the arena; for one thing, they fought even more dirtily than the Roman crowd liked.

There were no graffiti from lovelorn manicure girls scrawled on the walls of that particular gladiators’ barracks, and no gold-laden ladies stopped their litters surreptitiously around the corner while they slipped inside with presents for the hulk of the month. So Rodan and Asiacus must have been startled when they found themselves accosted by Helena Justina, who was well known in these parts as Didius Falco’s snooty piece, the girl who had stepped down two ranks to live with me. Most people on the rough side of the Aventine were still trying to fathom where I could have bought the powerful love potion to bewitch her. Sometimes at the dead of night, I woke up in a sweat and wondered that myself.

“So how is the world of gladiating?” she had just asked, quite as calmly as if she were enquiring of a Praetorian friend of her father’s how his latest court case was progressing at the Basilica Julia.

It took the clapped-out wrecks a few minutes to interpret her cultured vowels, though not long to compose replies. “It stinks.”

“It bloody stinks.” From them that was sophisticated repartee.

“Ah!” Helena responded wisely. The fact that she seemed unafraid of them was giving them the jitters. It was not doing much for me. “You both work for Smaractus, don’t you?”


She could not yet have seen me lurking in the shadows, anguishing how I could possibly protect her if the rancid pair heaved themselves upright and got lively. They were trouble. They always had been. They had beaten me up several times in the past, trying to make me pay my rent; I had been younger then, and not normally impeded by carrying a baby as I was now.

“He treats us worse than dogs,” grumbled Rodan. He was the one with the broken nose. A tenant had hit him in the face with a mallet when Rodan tried to forestall a moonlit flit. Any desperate tenant who had finally glimpsed escape from Smaractus was likely to fight for it fiercely.

“You poor things.”

“Still it’s better than being an informer!” giggled Asiacus, the rude one with the pustular skin complaint.

“Most things are,” Helena smiled.

“What are you doing shacked up with one?” They were bursting with curiosity.

“Falco spun me some fables; you know how he talks. He makes me laugh.”

“Oh he’s a clown, all right!”

“I like looking after him. Besides, we have a baby now.”

“We all thought he was after your money.”

“I expect that’s it.” Maybe by this time Helena had guessed I was listening in. She was an evil tease. “Speaking of money, I suppose Smaractus is hoping to make some out of the Emperor’s new project?”

“That big place?”

“Yes, the arena that they are building at the end of the Forum, where Nero had his lake. The Flavian Amphitheater, they are calling it. Won’t it provide good opportunities when it opens? I should imagine there will be a big ceremony, probably lasting weeks, with regular gladiatorial shows—and probably animals.”

“You’re talking real spectacle,” replied Asiacus, trying to impress her with size.

“That should be healthy for people in your line.”

“Oh Smaractus thinks he’ll be rolling—but he’ll be lucky!” sneered Asiacus. “They’ll be wanting class acts there. Besides, the big operators will have all the contracts well sewn up long before.”

“Are they maneuvering already?”

“You bet.”

“Will there be a lot of competition?”

“Sharp as knives.”

“Who are the big operators?”

“Saturninus, Hanno—not Smaractus. No chance!”

“Still, there should be plenty of profit to go round—or do you think things might turn nasty?”

“Bound to,” said Rodan.

“Is that a well-educated guess, or do you know for sure?”

“We know it.”

Helena sounded in awe of their inside knowledge: “Has trouble started?”

“Plenty,” Rodan said, boasting like a Celtic beer swiller. “It’s not so bad among the fighters’ lanistae. Supplying men can be fixed without much trouble—though of course they have to be trained,” he remembered to say, as if he and his filthy partner were talented experts not simple brutes. “But the word is that there’s going to be a huge venatio—as many big cats as the organizers can get hold of, and they are promising thousands. That’s got the beast importers shitting bricks.”

Helena ignored the obscenity without flinching. “It’s going to be a wonderful building, so I suppose they will inaugurate it with appropriately lavish shows. Are the beast importers afraid they cannot meet the demand?”

“More like, each one is afraid the others will meet it and he’ll lose out! They all want to make a killing!” Rodan collapsed, laughing hoarsely, overcome by his wit. “Make a killing, see—”

Asiacus put on a show of greater intelligence, bashing Rodan sideways in disgust at the terrible pun. They sprawled over even more of the pavement while Helena politely stepped back to make more room for them.

“So what are the importers up to at the moment?” she asked, still as if she were simply gossiping. “Have you heard any stories?”

“Oh there’s plenty of stories! ” Asiacus assured her (which meant he had heard absolutely nothing definite).

“Blackening each other’s character,” suggested Rodan.

“Dirty tricks,” added Asiacus.

“Oh you mean like stealing each other’s animals?” Helena asked them innocently.

“Well, I bet they would if they thought of it,” Rodan decreed. “Most of ’em are too thick to have the idea. Besides,” he went on, “nobody’s going to tangle with a great big roaring lion, are they?”

“Falco saw something very peculiar today,” Helena decided to confess. “He thinks some dirty trick with a lion may have happened.”

“That Falco’s an idiot.”

I decided it was time to step forward and show myself before Helena Justina heard something else a well-brought-up senator’s daughter should not be told.


 
Thirteen

 
HELENA TOOK THE baby from me demurely while the two heavies sat up and jeered. “Io, Falco! Watch out; Smaractus is looking for you.”

They had immediately become perky now that I had appeared to put myself in line for thumping.

“Forget it,” I said, giving Helena a glare to keep her in some sort of order. “Smaractus has stopped harassing me. He promised me a year’s free rent when I saved his life in the wedding fire.”

“Get up to date,” chortled Rodan. “The wedding was over a year ago. Smaractus has just realized you owe him for the past two months!”

I sighed.

Helena sent me a look that said she would talk to me at home about which part of our tight budget the money would come from. Since the rent in question was owed for my old apartment, currently occupied by my disreputable friend Petronius, she would reckon he should contribute. His life was such a mess at present, I preferred not to bother him. I winked at Helena, which nowhere near fooled her, then I encouraged her to go ahead and start putting pans on our cooking bench.


“Don’t fry the fish; I’ll do that,” I ordered, asserting my rights as the cook.

“Don’t stay too long gossiping then; I’m hungry,” she retaliated, as if the delay in dinner was all my fault. I watched her cross the road, a figure that made the two gladiators salivate, and walking with more confidence than she ought to show. Then I saw the scampering shape of Nux our dog shoot out from the shadows at the foot of the stairs and accompany her safely home.

I had no intention of pressing Rodan and Asiacus for more information, but I had promised to tackle Smaractus about Lenia’s divorce. He was on his way down. That became obvious, as the shrieks of abuse from his tenants grew louder. His bodyguards hid their wineskin to stop him pinching it, and shambled to their feet.

I yelled up to Smaractus. As I expected, the pleasure of telling me my period of free rent had ended brought him rushing down the staircase. A lolloping figure with a belted-in wine gut, he stumbled badly as he reached ground level.

“You want to watch that,” I advised in a nasty tone. “Those treads are crumbling badly. The landlord’s heading for a huge compensation claim when someone breaks their neck.”

“I hope it’s you, Falco. I’ll pay the claim; it would be worth it.”

“Glad to see relations between us are as amicable as ever—by the way, I’m surprised you haven’t been asking for rent again; it’s very good of you to extend my free-gift period—”

Smaractus went a horrid shade of purple, outraged by my cheek. He clutched at a heavy gold torque he had taken to wearing; he had always been prone to insulting his tenants by flashing large chunks of ugly jewelry. It seemed to act as a talisman and he hit back straightaway: “That big bastard from the vigiles who you’ve planted in my apartment on the sixth, Falco—I want him out. I never allow subletting.”

“No; you prefer that when folk go on holiday you can stick in filthy subtenants of your own and charge twice—Petro’s all right. He’s part of the family. He’s just staying with me for a short term while he sorts out some personal business. And speaking of women, I want to talk to you about Lenia.”

“You keep out of that.”

“Now settle down. You can’t go on like this. You both need your freedom; the mess you’ve put yourselves in needs to be untangled, and the only way is to face the situation.”

“I’ve spelled out my terms.”

“Your terms stink. Lenia’s told you what she wants. I dare say she’s been rather overdemanding too. I’m offering to arbitrate. Let’s try and arrange a sensible compromise.”

“Stuff you, Falco.”

“You’re so refined! Smaractus, this is the kind of stubbornness that dragged out the Trojan War to a decade of misery. Think about what I’ve said.”

“No, I’ll just think about the day I can lose you off my tenants’ list.”

I beamed at him. “Well, we’re at one there!”

Rodan and Asiacus were growing bored, so they made their usual offer to Smaractus of rolling me out like a pastry and making a human fruit tart. Before he decided which of his pet bullies was to hold me down and which to jump on me, I put myself in the street with room to sprint for home, then asked him casually, “Is Calliopus, the lanista, a colleague of yours?”

“Never heard of him,” growled Smaractus. As an informant he measured up to his filthy qualities as a landlord: he was as welcome as root rot.

“Rodan and Asiacus have been telling me about the ructions in your business. I gather the big new amphitheater heralds an unparalleled era of happiness among the high-living venatio boys. Calliopus is one of them; I’m surprised a man of the world like you doesn’t know him. What about Saturninus then?”

“Don’t know him, and wouldn’t tell you if I did.”

“Generous as ever.” At least that made him look worried that his truculence had in some subtle way shed light for me. “So you didn’t know the arena suppliers are all hoping to make their fortunes when the new place officially opens?”

Smaractus merely looked furtive, so I grinned and waved good-bye. I arrived home just in time to wrench the fish skillet from Helena before she let the whitebait stick.

She was waiting for me to rebuke her for chatting to dangerous characters. I deplore arguments, unless there is a good chance of me winning. So we avoided that. We ate the fish, none of which were much bigger than my eyebrow though they were all equipped with spiky skeletons; there was also a small white cabbage and a few bread rolls.

“As soon as I start getting paid for the Census job we’re going to indulge in some fat tunny steaks.”

“The cabbage is nice, Marcus.”

“If you like cabbage.”

“I remember my grandmother’s cook used to do it with a pinch of silphium.”

“Real silphium is a thing of the past. That was in the good old days when girls stayed virgins till they married, and we all believed the sun was a rather warm god’s chariot.”

“Yes, everyone nowadays complains that the silphium you can buy is nothing like it used to be.” Helena Justina had an insatiable appetite for information, though she usually answered her own questions by raiding her father’s library. I stared at her warily. She seemed to be playing innocent over something. “Is there a reason for this, Marcus?”

“I’m no expert. Silphium was always the prerogative of the rich.”

“It’s some kind of herb, isn’t it? Imported in ground-up form,” Helena mused. “Is it not brought here from Africa?”

“Not anymore.” I leaned on my elbows and stared at her. “What’s the wrinkle about silphium?” She seemed determined not to tell me, but I knew her well enough to reckon this was more than a general knowledge forum. I racked my brains to get it straight, then declared: “Silphium, known to those who can’t afford it as Stinking Goat’s Breath—”

“You made that up!”

“As I recall, it does smell. Silphium used to come from Cyrenaïca; the Cyrenians protected their monopoly jealously—”

“You can see it on coins from Cyrene when you get one palmed in your change at market?”

“Looks like a bunch of grotesque onions.”

“The Greeks always loved it?”

“Yes. We Romans for once allowed ourselves to copy them, since it involved our stomachs which always overrule our national pride. It was powerful stuff, but the ill-advised rural locals where it used to grow let their flocks overgraze the land until the precious crop disappeared. Presumably that causes much grief to their urban relations who used to run the silphium monopoly. Cyrene must be a dead town. The last known shoot was sent to Nero. You can guess what he did with it.”

Helena’s eyes widened. “Do I dare?”


“He ate it. Why, lady; were you imagining some imperial obscenity with the highly prized herbage?”

“Certainly not—go on.”

“What’s to add? New sprouts failed to appear. Cyrene declined. Roman cooks mourn. Now we import an inferior strain of silphium from the East, and gourmets at banquets moan about the lost Golden Age when stinking herbs really stank.”

Helena considered what I had just said, filtering out the exaggerations for herself. “I suppose if anybody rediscovered the Cyrenian species, they could make a fortune?”

“The man who found it would be regarded as the savior of civilization.”

“Really, Marcus?” Helena looked enthusiastic. My heart sank.

“Darling, you are not, I hope, suggesting that I should leap on a ship and sail to North Africa with a trowel and a trug? I really would much rather enjoy myself persecuting tax dodgers, even in partnership with Anacrites. Anyway, the Census is more of a certainty.”

“Sweetheart, you carry on squeezing defaulters.” Helena was decidedly preoccupied; she had allowed me to pick up the cabbage dish and drink the coriander sauce. “My parents have had a letter from young Quintus at last. And so have I.”

I replaced the dish on the table as unobtrusively as possible. Quintus Camillus Justinus was the younger of her brothers. He was currently missing, along with a Baetican heiress who had been his elder brother’s intended bride. Justinus, who had once possessed the Emperor’s personal interest and a promise of a spectacular public career, was now just any disgraced senatorial sprig with no money (the heiress had presumably been disinherited by her thwarted grandparents the moment they arrived in Rome for the wedding that was never to be).

It was still unclear whether Helena’s favorite brother had run off with Claudia Rufina out of true love. If not, he was truly stuck. In retrospect—as soon as they vanished—we had all realized she had adored him; unlike her stodgy betrothed Aelianus, Justinus was a handsome young dog with a wicked expression and winsome ways. What he felt for Claudia I was in two minds about. Still, even if he returned her devotion, he had eloped into disgrace. He had thrown away his hopes of entering the Senate, offending his parents and jumping into what was bound to be a lifelong feud with his brother, whose vindictive reaction nobody could blame. As for me, I had once been his keen supporter, but even my enthusiasm was tempered, and for the soundest of reasons: when Justinus bunked off with his brother’s rich bride, everyone blamed me.

“So how is the errant Quintus?” I enquired of his sister. “Or should I say, where is he?”

Helena gazed at me peacefully. Justinus had always been dear to her. It seemed to me, the adventurous streak which had made her come to live with me also made her respond to her brother’s shocking behavior with less outrage than she ought to show. She was going to let him off. I bet he always knew she would.

“Quintus has apparently gone to Africa, my darling. Searching for the silphium is an idea he has had.”

If he did find it, he would make himself so much money he would certainly rehabilitate himself. Indeed, he would become so rich he need not care what anyone in the Empire thought of him—including the Emperor. On the other hand, though he was a well-educated senator’s son and supposedly intelligent, I had never seen any indication that Justinus knew the first thing about plants.

“My brother has asked,” said Helena, gazing now at her food bowl with a subdued expression that suggested to me she was on the verge of laughing, “whether you—with your market-gardening family background and your well-known horticultural expertise—could possibly send him a description of what he is looking for?”
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SOMETHING’S HAPPENED AND I can’t decide whether to tell you or not,” said Anacrites next morning.

“Suit yourself.”

Petronius Longus had also loved keeping things to himself, though at least he usually kept quiet until I noticed the signs and forced him to come clean. Why could none of my partners be honest, open types like me?

That day Anacrites and I had both reached the Calliopus barracks at roughly the same time, and at once took up our station poring over the lanista’s scrolls like dutiful taxation screws. I could learn to like this life. Knowing that every discrepancy we identified meant more aureae for rebuilding the state made me, as a patriotic citizen, simper with piety. Knowing that I took my percentage from every gold coin kept a big grin on my face too.

Anacrites opted to remain coy. Secrets were his dirty heritage as a spy. I kept working until it was obvious he chose to play the shy maiden, then I rose from my stool quietly and went out of the office. As soon as our profits topped a reasonable figure, I would chain up my partner, smear him with my mother’s damson jelly, and place him on a very hot sun terrace that was known to be undermined by biting ants. Could I endure him until summer, though?

Breathing slowly to control my wrath, I walked to the menagerie. Slaves were mucking out the cages but they seemed to assume I had right of entry. Trying not to impede their work, I elbowed through the tall-necked crowd of inanely curious ostriches, then set about taking a full inventory of the beasts. In one stall a sleepy-eyed bull dribbled gloomily; he was labeled “Aurochs” and named “Ruta,” but having once fought a wild aurochs on a riverbank way outside the bounds of civilization, I knew this was just some domesticated cud-chewer. Ruta was big, nonetheless. So was the bear, “Borago,” chained by one back leg to a post which he was slyly gnawing his way through. Each of them could be matched against an elephant and it would be a balanced fight.

I helped a man to unload a bale of straw. He spread it around in the bear’s stall, keeping well out of arm and snout’s reach, then stirred the prongs of his fork in a ground-level feeding trough. It was falling to pieces after what must have been a very violent life. “What happened to the manger?”

“We had a croc once.” Apparently that explained it all.

“You sound as if you didn’t like him.”

“I hated him. We all did. Laurus looked after him, thank the gods. Poor old Laurus disappeared—gone without a trace—and we reckoned he had ended up inside the snapper.”

“If the croc got Laurus, who got the croc?”

“Iddibal and the others, in the Augustan Games venatio.”

I grinned. “Iddibal’s the one who knows what to do with his spear?”

“Pardon, Falco?”


“Sorry; that was lewd. Doesn’t he have some fancy dame chasing after him?”

“I wouldn’t know.” It sounded genuine. But then lies always do. The fellow seemed to think about it, with a rather scathing expression, then he added in an oblique tone, “Who knows anything about the mysterious Iddibal?”

I let it pass, but noted what he said.

They had braziers lit today, keeping the animals warm; the fug made the smells almost unbearable. I felt unsettled by the stink, the heat, the growls and occasional shuffling noises. I noticed there was an open door that I had never explored at the end of the building. Nobody stopped me, so I mooched along and looked in. I found an unconvincingly small pen labeled “Rhinoceros” and a slabbed area with damp edges labeled “Sea lion”; both were empty. A sad eagle was chewing out his feathers on a perch. And letting out a hard, terrifying roar was a huge black-maned lion.

For some reason, with Leonidas dead, the last thing I had expected to see was another great cat. He was caged up, thank Jupiter. I stood my ground, regretting the show of bravado. He was more than two strides long. The muscles of his long, straight back rippled effortlessly as he paced around. I could not imagine how anyone had ever captured him. He looked younger than Leonidas, and far more unhappy at being confined. A board leaning outside the bars said his name was “Draco.” At my entrance he had rushed forwards and with a huge roar let me know what he would do to me, given the chance. When I faced up to him he prowled angrily, searching for a way to break free and attack.

I backed out of the room. The lion’s roar had attracted attention from the slaves. They let out appreciative whistles at how he had made me go white. “Draco looks a handful.”


“He’s new; just off a boat from Carthage. He’s going in the next hunt.”

“Something tells me you haven’t fed him yet. In fact he looks as hungry as if he hasn’t been fed since he left Africa.”

The slaves all grinned. I said I hoped the cage was strong. “Oh we’ll be moving him later. He belongs in here normally.”

“Why has he been in solitary? Is he the bad boy of the class?”

“Oh . . .” Vagueness set in suddenly. “All the beasts get shifted to and fro a lot.”

There was nothing to query in what they had told me, yet I felt a distinct doubt. Instead of creating a fuss, I merely asked, “Did Leonidas have a name board? If no one else wants it, could I have it for a souvenir?”

“All yours, Falco.” They seemed relieved I had changed the subject. One of them went for the board, which I noticed he had to fetch from the inner room. I was trying to remember whether Leonidas had had his official cognomen on his cage on previous occasions. I could not recall it, and when the board was brought out and displayed for me, I failed to recognize the uneven red lettering. I decided this was the first time I had seen it.

“Why were you keeping it in there instead of on his cage?”

“It must have been on the cage when he was in it.” “Sure?” They didn’t answer. “All your animals have names, don’t they?”

“We’re a friendly group.”

“And the crowd likes something to yell out as the creatures go to their deaths?”

“Right.”

“What’s happened to Leonidas, now he’s dead?”


They knew I had a particular interest, because of Thurius. They must have guessed I had worked out for myself that the dead lion’s carcass would become cheap fodder for some other animal. “Don’t ask, Falco!”

I was not intending to stick my neck out here. Not in a place where even a keeper could completely vanish without a trace. I had heard that crocodiles chew you up boots, belt, and all. A hungry lion would probably clean his plate nicely too.

I wondered how many casualties had there been at this barracks? And had any of the victims ever died other than accidentally? This would be a good place to dispose of an unwanted corpse. Was Leonidas simply the latest in a line? And if so, why?

Feeling gloomy, I returned to the office where Anacrites had undergone one of his unpredictable mood swings and was now eager to please. To get my own back I pretended not to notice his welcoming smile, but wrote steadily on my tablet until he could bear it no longer and jumped up to see what I was doing. “That’s poetry!”

“I’m a poet.” It was an old ode I was scribbling to annoy him, but he assumed I had just composed it at speed while he watched. He was so easy to fool it was hardly worth the effort.

“You’re a man of many parts, Falco.”

“Thanks.” I wanted to hold a formal reading of my work one day, but I was not telling him that. There would be enough hecklers if I invited my family and real friends.

“You wrote all those lines just now?”

“I can handle words.”

“No one will argue with that, Falco.”

“Sounds like an insult.”

“You talk too much.”


“So everyone tells me. Now talk yourself: earlier you mentioned some new information. If we are to stand a chance in partnership we have to share. Are you going to cough?”

Anacrites wanted to look like the serious, responsible partner, so he felt forced to come clean: “Last night, someone brought a letter to your mother’s house which purports to say who killed your friend Leonidas.”

I noted the cautious administrator’s way he insisted it was only “purported” information. He was so mealymouthed I could kick him. “And who does the purporter allege that to be?”

“It said ‘Rumex did for that lion.’ Interesting, eh?”

“Interesting, if true. It’s too much to hope we know who Rumex is?”

“Never heard of him.” Chief Spies never know anything. Or anyone.

“Who brought the note?” He looked at me, wanting for some perverted reason to be difficult. “Anacrites, I’m well aware my mother pretends to be deaf when it suits her, but if any stranger is crazy enough to approach her door—especially after dark on a murky evening in winter—she pops out and grabs them before they can blink. So whose earlobe did she twist off last night?”

“It was a slave who said a stranger had paid him a copper to bring the tablet.”

“I suppose he swore it was a man he never saw in his life before?”

“Yes, that old line.”

“Did you get the slave’s name?”

“Fidelis.”

“Oh a ‘trusty fellow’! Sounds too good to be true.”


“A pseudonym, I thought,” mused Anacrites. He liked to be suspicious of everything.

“Description?”

“Slim build, underaverage height, very dark coloring, stubbly jaw, off-white tunic.”

“No dead eye, or his name tattooed in woad? Rome is full of identical slaves. Could be any one of a million.”

“Could be,” replied Anacrites. “But it isn’t. I was Chief Spy remember: I followed him home.”

Surprised at his initiative, I made out I was unimpressed. “No more than you should have done. So where did the mysterious trail take you, sleuth?”

My partner gave me a knowing look. “Straight back here,” he said.
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WITH ONE ACCORD we rose to our feet and went out to search the establishment. We found plenty of slaves, mostly smelling of stables, but none Anacrites could identify.

“Do we demand that Calliopus should produce him, Falco?”

“You’re not a Palace torturer now. Leave it. He’ll say he doesn’t recognize your description as any slave he owns. And he’ll imply you’re a romancer.”

Anacrites looked offended. Typical of a spy. We informers may be reviled by everyone but at least we have the guts to acknowledge how our reputation stinks. Some of us even occasionally admit that the profession has asked for it.

“How long did you wait outside after he got here?” I asked.

“Wait?” Anacrites looked puzzled.

“Forget it.” He was a typical spy all right—absolutely amateur.

The messenger belonged elsewhere. Still, if he had turned up here once to contact somebody, he might come again.

“So what now, Falco? We need to interview this Rumex.”

“Sorry to be logical, but we need to find him first.”


“Aren’t you anxious we’ll lose the lead?”

“Somebody assumes we know who he is. So he’ll probably come crawling out from under his stone if we just carry on as normal. Anyway, you were the one who said we were not to be sidetracked. If somebody’s trying to give us something else to think about we don’t have to comply like lambs. Let’s go back to the office and concentrate on our tax report.”

As we turned away to do just that, we ran into the bestiarius called Iddibal.

“Who is your fabulous lady admirer?” I chaffed him.

The young bastard looked me straight in the eye and claimed that the woman was his auntie. I looked straight back at him like an informer who had supposed that antique story went out with the Punic Wars.

“Know anyone called Rumex?” Anacrites then asked him casually.

“Why, who’s he? Your bathhouse back scratcher?” Iddibal sneered and went on his way.

I noticed a change in Iddibal. He seemed harder, and as if he were harboring some new streak of bitterness. As he walked off in the direction of the throwing range Calliopus emerged from a side room and said something to him in a very sharp voice. Maybe that explained it. Maybe Calliopus had pulled Iddibal up for the affair with his so-called aunt.

We waited for Calliopus to join us, then asked him the Rumex question. “Not one of my boys,” he answered, as if he assumed it was a gladiator. He should have known we knew it was not one of his troop, or the man’s name would have been on the list of personnel he had given us—assuming the version he was offering to the Censors was accurate. He drew himself up for what looked like a prepared speech. “About Leonidas—you’ve no need to involve yourselves. I’ve looked into what happened. Some of the lads were playing up that night and the lion was let out for a bit of a lark. He turned troublesome, and they had to put him down. Naturally nobody wanted to own up. They knew I would be furious. That’s all. It’s an internal matter. Iddibal was the ringleader, and I’ll be getting rid of him.”

Anacrites gazed at him. For once I could imagine how it had felt in Nero’s day to be interrogated by the Praetorian Guards in the bowels of the Palace with the notorious Quaestionarii in attendance, bringing their imaginative range of torture implements. “Internal? That’s odd,” Anacrites commented frostily. “We have received further information about the death of Leonidas, which doesn’t square with that. He was killed by this man Rumex, apparently—though now you tell us Rumex is not one of your boys!”

“Save him having to be got rid of as you’re planning for Iddibal,” I said. Proposing a dubious fate for Rumex was, as it turned out later, a poignant piece of augury.

The lanista huffed and puffed for a moment, then thought of something urgent he had to run off and do.

* * *

Anacrites waited until we were back in the office and had the place to ourselves.

“So that’s that, Falco. We may not have heard the whole story, but the lion’s death need not trouble us anymore.”

“Whatever you want,” I answered, with the smile I keep for butchers who sell last week’s meat as fresh. “Still, it was good of you to defend my viewpoint when Calliopus was so obviously fibbing.”

“Partners stick together,” Anacrites assured me glibly. “Now let’s finish taking the cheat apart for his financial misdemeanors, shall we?”

I stuck with the audit report like a good boy until lunchtime. As soon as my partner had sunk his jaws into one of my mother’s home-cooked rissoles and was preoccupied with mopping the squidged gravy from the front of his tunic, I let out a curse and pretended Helena had forgotten to give me any fish-pickle to sauce up my cold sausage, so I would have to go and scrounge some . . . If Anacrites was only half a spy he must have guessed I was bunking off to interview someone else about the lion.

I really did mean to go back to auditing later. Unfortunately one or two little adventures got in the way.
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MY BROTHER-IN-LAW Famia worked—if you can call it that—at the chariot-horse stables used by the Green team. We had nothing in common; I supported the Blues. Once, many years back, Famia had actually done something sensible; that was when he married Maia. She was the best of my sisters, whose one aberration had been her alliance with him. Jove knows how he persuaded her. Famia had made Maia a drudge, fathered four children just to prove he knew what his plunger was for, then gave up the struggle and set himself the easy target of an early death from drink. He must be pretty close to his goal now.

He was a short, fat, squint-eyed, florid-faced, devious drone whose profession was administering linctus to racehorses: the kind of disaster only the Greens could rely on. Even the knock-kneed nags who pulled their cranky carriagework knew how to avoid Famia’s ministrations. They kicked so hard when they saw him approaching he was lucky never to have been castrated with his own equine ball-snipper. When I found him, a mean-looking gray was rearing up and savagely lashing out with his hooves in response to a sesame sweetie that Famia was coaxing him to take; it was no doubt dosed with jollop from a sinister black pottery bottle that had already been kicked over in the fray.

Seeing me, Famia promptly gave up. The horse whinnied sneeringly.

“Need some help?”

“Push off, Falco!”

Well that saved me from having my fingers bitten off while pretending I could whisper sweet nothings in a stallion’s ear. Bluff would be wasted on Famia anyway. If I did make the gray swallow his medicine, Famia would take the credit himself.

“I want some information, Famia.”

“And I want a drink.” I had come prepared to bribe him. “Oh thanks, Marcus!”

“You ought to level off.”

“I will—when I’ve had this one.”

Talking to Famia was like trying to clean your ear with a very bulky sponge. You told yourself the procedure would work, but you could waste hours screwing up your fist without managing to poke anything down the hole.

“You sound like Petronius,” I scolded.

“Good lad—he always liked a drop.”

“But he knows when to stop.”

“Maybe he knows, Falco—yet from what I hear nowadays he’s not doing it.”

“Well, his wife’s left him and taken his children, and he almost lost his job.”

“Plus he’s living in your old disgusting apartment, his girlfriend went back to her husband, and his promotion prospects are a joke!” cackled my brother-in-law, his slitlike eyes becoming almost invisible. “And you’re his best pal. You’re right. Poor dog. No wonder he prefers oblivion.”

“Have you finished, Famia?”


“I haven’t started yet.”

“Nice rhetoric.” I had to pretend to be tolerant. “Listen, you’re the fountain of knowledge about the entertainment world. Will you give me the benefit?” Famia was too busy guzzling my flagon to refuse. “What’s the word about a beast importers’ feud? Someone told me all the lanistae are wetting their loincloths; they all hope the new amphitheater in the Forum will mean rows of gold wine coolers on their side tables.”

“Greed’s all they know.” That was rich, from him.

“Is their rivalry hotting up? Is there a trainers’ war looming?”

“They are always at it, Falco.” Some dregs of intelligence had been warmed up by the wine. He was almost capable of holding a useful conversation. “But yes, they do reckon the new arena means really big shows in the offing. That’s good news for us all. There has been no word about how it will be organized though.”

“What do you think?”

I had sensed rightly that Famia was bursting with a pet theory: “I reckon the damned lanistae with their carefully guarded sources for wild animals and their private cliques of fighters will be in for a big shock. If you ask me—oh of course you did ask me—”

“Enjoy your joke.”

“Well, I bet everything gets taken over and run by the state.”

“Vespasian’s an organizer,” I agreed. “He’s presenting the Flavian Amphitheater as his gift to the populace: the benign Emperor affectionately saluting the Senate and People of Rome. We all know what that entails. SPQR stands for official catastrophe. Public slaves, committees, consular control.”


“Vespasian has two sons, both young men,” Famia said, stabbing the air with his thumb for emphasis. “He’s the first Emperor in living memory to possess that advantage—he comes equipped with his own Games committee. He’ll be giving the world a magnificent show—and you mark my words: the whole affair will be run from an office in the Golden House, headed up by Titus and Domitian.”

“A Palace scheme?” I was thinking that if nobody had yet formulated this plan, I might do myself some good by suggesting it to Vespasian. Better still, I would suggest it to Titus Caesar, so he had a chance to propose it formally, getting ahead of his younger brother before Domitian knew what was happening. Titus was the main heir, the coming man. His gratitude was something I liked to cultivate. “You could be right, Famia.”

“I know I’m right. They’re going to take everything out of the hands of the private lanistae, on the grounds that the new amphitheater is too important to be left to unregulated private enterprise.”

“And once the state organization is in place, you reckon it will become permanent?”

“A right cock-up.” Famia’s idea of political commentary tended to follow routine lines. The four charioteering factions were funded by private sponsorship, but there was always talk of them being state run; it might never happen but Famia and all his colleagues had developed fixed prejudices in advance.

“Imperial control: beasts caught by the legions and shipped by the national fleets; gladiators trained in army-style barracks; Palace clerks running it. All the glory to the Emperor. And everything paid for from the Treasury of Saturn,” I foolishly mused.

“That means paid for by the hard-earned silver I had to cough up for the bloody Census tax.” With luck, Famia had not yet heard how I was currently employed.

* * *

My brother-in-law was reaching the point where he wanted to confide to me the troubles of his private life. I reckoned they were all his fault; anyway, I was on my sister’s side. I interrupted his moans to ask if he could tell me anything about Calliopus, or better still about Saturninus, the rival who seemed to feature rather large in my suspect’s business life. Famia claimed the beast importers and gladiatorial bashers were strangers to all in his more refined racetrack sphere. I managed not to choke with laughter.

By chance I happened to mention the Tripolitanian connection. Then he did take an interest. Apparently some of the best horses came from Africa.

“Numidia—Libya—they’re all that way, aren’t they?”

“Roughly. But I thought good steeds came from Spain, Famia?”

“The best of all come from bloody Parthia, actually. This huge fellow”—indicating the gray who had spurned his medicine—“is from Cappodocia; he’ll have Parthian or Median ancestors in his bloodline. Gives him the power to drag a chariot round the bends on the outside of the team. You’re the best, aren’t you, boy?” The gray showed his teeth ferociously; Famia decided against patting him. So much for being good with animals. “After that, Spain and Africa rank about equal. Libyan horses are famous for toughness and endurance. That’s good in a race. You don’t want a pretty four that prances up to the starting gate but can only manage a quick sprint. You need a team that can hang on solidly for seven laps.”

“Right.” I managed not to tease him by suggesting, you mean like the Blues have? “I suppose the horse shippers are probably the same lot who bring in big cats and other exotics for the venatio?”

“Reckon so, Falco. Which may mean that I know a supplier who can tell you what you want to find out. Whatever that may be.”

I let him jeer. That’s what you expect from family. As usual I myself felt rather vague about what I was really looking for, but I spared Famia my uncertainty and just thanked him for offering to introduce me to his hypothetical pal. He would probably forget all about it, so I did not trouble to be too effusive.

“By the way, have you ever heard of a character called Rumex?”

Famia looked at me as if I was mad. “Where have you been, Falco?”

He obviously knew more than I did but before he could tell me, he was stopped by a slave, wild-eyed with excitement, who rushed into the stables, saw Famia, and shrieked, “You’ve got to come at once and bring a rope!”

“What’s up?”

“An escaped leopard’s up on the roof of the Saepta Julia!”


 
Seventeen

 
FAMIA DID NOT bother finding a rope. Like most chronic drinkers, his intake hardly affected him. He was alert enough to know this was not the same as catching horses. Apprehending a leopard would involve rather more than approaching in a sly manner holding out a carrot, while hiding a bridle behind your back. We were both running fast to the Saepta, but I knew without asking that Famia had come simply for the show. That did leave me wondering who in Rome might be thought appropriate to deal with this situation. Not me, I knew that. I was going for the show too.

When we got there, and saw the size and menace of the beast—a leopardess, in fact—I was damned sure I didn’t want to be involved. She was lying on the roof with her fat tail dangling like a Greek epsilon, occasionally snarling when the crowd below annoyed her. In the true manner of a Roman street crowd, that was what they were trying very hard to do. Forgetting that they had seen leopards in the arena biting human necks then casually tearing human flesh, the locals were waving, growling, allowing their children to prance nearby grimacing, and even offering up broom handles to see if they were long enough to poke the cat.


Someone was going to get killed. One glance at the narrow eyes of the leopardess told me she had decided it would not be her.

She was a beautiful animal. Sometimes the long sea voyage across the Internal Sea, not to mention the stress of captivity, leaves arena cats looking the worse for wear. This one was as healthy as she was finely marked. Her spotted fur was thick and her muscle tone at its peak. She was lithe, bonny, and powerful. When Famia and I arrived outside the Saepta she was lying motionless. Her head came up, watching the crowd like potential prey on the savannah. Not a scratched ear or sniff escaped her.

It was safest to leave her alone in full view. The Saepta Julia enclosure was only two stories high. However she got up there, she could as easily get down again and be away. Everyone should have stood well back, keeping quiet, while some wild beast expert with equipment was fetched.

Instead, the vigiles had taken charge. They ought to have cleared the streets and contained the situation. Instead they were like boys who had found a snake curled up under a portico and were wondering what they could make it do. To my horror, they dragged up their syphon engine and prepared to squirt a cold douche at the leopardess to frighten her down. They were the Seventh Cohort. Idiots. They patrolled the Transtiberina, which was crammed with foreigners and itinerants. They were only adept at beating up frightened immigrants, many of whom did not even know Latin and took to their heels rather than discuss life and fate with the vigiles. The Seventh had never learned to think.

The centurion in charge was a ridiculous oaf who could not see that if the leopardess was forced down to ground level they were in big trouble. She could run amok. Worse, they could lose her for days among the massive temples, theaters, and art-filled porticos in the Field of Mars. The area was too crowded to hunt her safely, and yet too exposed to stand much hope of cornering her. There were people milling everywhere; some had not even noticed they had wandered into an incident.

Before I could offer these helpful thoughts, the rumpled troops of the Seventh started playing with their toy.

“Stupid bastards,” commented Famia.

The fire engine was a gigantic tank of water pulled on a wagon. It had two cylinder pistons which were operated by a large rocker arm. As the vigiles worked the arm up and down—something they did with gusto when a crowd was watching—the pistons forced a jet of water up and out through a central nozzle. It had a flexible joint that could be turned through three hundred and sixty degrees.

With more skill than they ever applied to house fires or burning granaries, the Seventh projected their water spray straight at the leopardess. She was knocked sideways, more by surprise than by the initial impact. Now angry and unpredictable, she started to slide, but recovered and scrambled to get a grip on the roof tiles with her extended claws. The Seventh followed her with the fine arc of the water jet.

“I’m getting out of here!” Famia muttered. Many of the crowd lost their nerve too and surged off in different directions. Above us the troubled leopardess tried to walk along the rooftree. The vigiles swung their nozzle to intercept her. She decided to escape downwards and moved tentatively lower on the pantiles a couple of steps, coming down on the street side rather than the internal Saepta enclosure. She was nervous of the roof’s slope. It took the Seventh a fraction longer to adjust to the new direction; once they caught her in the spray again she made up her mind to leap.

People scattered. I should have done the same. Instead I reached for a stool, abandoned on the street by a flower seller. I freed my knife from my boot and moved towards where the cat was intending to land. She was aiming for the narrow street halfway along Agrippa’s Pantheon.

“Shift your arse out!” shouted the centurion, spotting a hero who might show him up.

“Shut up and do something useful!” I snarled back. “Get your lads sorted. Make a line. When she jumps we can try to guide her inside the Saepta. If we lock all the doors at least she’ll be confined, then we can get specialist help—”

She leapt. I was ten strides away. Nearer folk scrambled for safety, screaming. Street sellers ran with their trays. Parents grabbed infants. Youths jumped behind statues. The leopardess looked around, sizing up the situation.

“Everyone stand still! Turn off that bloody water!” yelled the centurion, as if pumping it had never been his own idea.

The scene quieted. The leopardess yawned. But her eyes never ceased watching; her head never failed to turn towards any hint of movement.

“Everyone keep calm!” shouted the centurion, sweating badly. “Leave it to us. It’s all under control—”

The leopardess decided he was annoying her and adopted a low crouch, fixing him with those dangerous dark eyes.

“Oh great gawds,” muttered one of the troopers in a low voice. “She’s stalking Piperita!”

One of the others laughed a bit, then advised in an unhelpful tone, “Better stand still, sir!”

I felt myself grin involuntarily: still one of the ranks, still hoping any officer would come unstuck. The centurion now had his own worries, so I took charge myself. “Avoid sudden movements, Piperita. She’s probably more scared than we are—” That old lie. “Famia,” I called quietly. “Nip round the back and get into the Saepta. Tell everyone to lock the other doors and stay inside their booths. Some of you lads run around the Pantheon to the other side of her so we can make a phalanx and guide her indoors—”

The Seventh responded at once. They were so unused to leadership that they had never developed a healthy rebellion against it.

The silent leopardess was still observing the centurion as if he was the most interesting prey she had seen for weeks. Rightly or wrongly Piperita tried to inch further away from her without appearing to react. This aroused her hunting instincts even more. We could see her tense.

A small group of vigiles appeared from behind the Baths of Agrippa, on the far side of her, now sensibly holding esparto mats in front of them. The grass mats hardly offered much protection, but gave the impression of a solid barrier across the street and might help them steer the beast. They would be steering her towards me and the others, but we had to put up with that. I told the men in my row to take off their cloaks to use for a similar barrier. Not many were wearing them; even in December such luxuries were never part of their uniform. All the vigiles were unarmed too. A couple of nervous ones hid behind the syphon wagon. Holding my stool in front of me, I steered the others forwards slowly.

It was going well. It had been a good idea. The leopardess saw us advancing. She tried a feinting run towards our group, but we stamped our feet and made off-putting gestures; she turned tail. Piperita scampered amongst us and lost himself from her view. Threatened, the leopardess was looking for somewhere to escape. We had two lines of men walking towards her, closing in to make a V-shape at the Pantheon side. It left her a wide space the other way, inviting her to retreat through one of the grand side entrances to the Saepta. I heard Famia call down from one of the upper stories, confirming that the other doors were closed. This was going to work.

Then disaster intervened. Just as the leopardess was approaching the open archway, a familiar voice boomed from inside: “Marcus! What’s going on out there, Marcus? What in Hades are you playing at?”

I could hardly believe this nightmare: the short, wide-bodied shape of my father had popped out of the Saepta. Face-to-face with the cat, he stood plumb in the middle of the entrance: gray curls, startled brown eyes, delinquent scowl, no damned sense. Famia must have told him to stay under cover—so the fool had to come straight out here to see why.

He must have thought about running. Then, being Pa, he clapped his hands smartly as if he were shooing cattle. “Hep! Hep! Get out of it, puss!”

Brilliant.

The leopardess took one look, decided Geminus was too scary to tackle, and bounded for freedom at full stretch, straight towards the hapless row of men opposite me.

They stood their ground in horror, then leapt aside. We saw the big cat pounding through the gap, muscles rippling all along its back, paws pounding, tail up, backside in the air in that distinctive leopardine style.

“She’s away!”

She was—but not far enough. She made a beeline for what may have looked like a place to hide: the Agrippan Baths.

* * *

“Come on!” I set off after the cat, urging the vigiles to follow me. As I passed Pa, I shot him a disgusted look.

“You harboring a death wish, boy?” he greeted me. I was too good a Roman to tell my own father to jump into a quaking bog, without a plank or ropes. Well, there was no time to phrase it rudely enough. “I’ll get Petronius,” he called after me. “He likes cats!”

Petro wouldn’t like this one. Anyway, it was marauding in the Seventh’s jurisdiction: not his problem. I, though, had somehow involved myself. So who was stupid?

We tried telling the attendants to close the doors behind us. No use. Too many frightened people were rushing out through the monumental entrance. The attendants simply decided to run away with them. Everyone was shrieking in panic. When we ran inside, the leopardess had disappeared. The noise died down after the first exodus of naked men. We started to search the place.

I ran through the apodyterium, snatching at clothes on the pegs to check that the cat was not hidden under togas and cloaks. The Baths of Agrippa had been planned to impress; together with the Pantheon they formed the most dramatic building complex in the large output of Augustus’ organizing son-in-law, his visible monument after he realized that despite decades of service he would never himself get to be Emperor. These baths had been free to the public since Agrippa died, a gracious gesture in his will. They were elegant, lofty, marble-clad, and supremely functional. Every time we pushed open the door to the next chamber we were slapped back by a wall of ever hotter, steamier air. Every step forward became more slippery and dangerous.

Out here in the Field of Mars was a long way to come for most folk, but even so the baths were generally well patronized. The leopardess had almost cleared them. The pick-pockets and snack salesmen had been first out. The fat women who took money for guarding clothes and supplying equipment had knocked us sideways as they ran for cover. A solitary slave now cowered in the unguent room, too frightened even to flee. For once the Spartan dry heat room and steamy tepidarium lay eerily empty. I kept going, accompanied by a few of the vigiles, our studded boots scraping and sliding on the tiled floors. When we staggered through the heavy self-closing door to the hot room, our clothes instantly stuck to us. Unprepared by normal warming-up procedures, we found the wet heat utterly draining. Our hair dripped. Our hearts pounded unnaturally. Through the stifling steam we could make out naked shapes, the shiny raspberry flesh of soporific bathers all apparently undismayed by the chaos outside—oblivious in fact. These men had not been recently inspected by a loose leopard.

“She can’t have come this way!” The great door would have stopped her. It was cantilevered so it swung easily to the touch, but the cat would have seen it as a fixed obstacle.

We fell back with relief. Curious bathers tried to follow us. “Stay inside. Keep the door shut!” One of the vigiles had sense, but he was wasting his breath with advice. He was sweating so much he had lost all authority. People wanted to know what was happening. We had to find the cat. Then we could organize proper security around the area where she was.

These baths were unfamiliar to me. There seemed to be corridors everywhere. They had private pools, latrines, cubby holes, attendants’ quarters . . . Athought struck. “Oh Jove! We have to make sure she doesn’t get into the hypocaust.”

A vigilis swore. Under the suspended floors of the baths lay the heating chambers, fueled by huge furnaces. He realized as I had done that crawling through stacked brick piers in the baking hot cavity in search of the leopard would be ghastly. The space was hardly big enough to squeeze through and the heat would be unbearable. It would be dangerous to breathe the fumes. An attendant wandered through a doorway holding an armful of towels, thin things that were hardly fit to blow your nose on. Piperita grabbed him, threw the towels away, and shoved him down one of the access points, with a large trooper standing guard.

“Search round all the columns. Shout if you see anything moving—” The man on guard grinned at me as Piperita gave his orders; even he looked a bit rueful. “Well, it’s a start!”

“He’ll collapse.” I was curt. It was stupidity. A big cat looking for a refuge just might slink between the hot pillars below, but for a man it was no joke.

“I’ll send someone else in to get him if he does.” Without further comment I ran back towards the cold room. I met another attendant whom I sent running to warn the furnace master. “Where can I find the manager?”

“He’s still at lunch probably.” Typical.

Luckily the vigiles had hauled out an undermanager from some nook. He had been chewing a filled roll, but the cheese was rather ripe and he seemed glad to abandon it. We persuaded him to organize his staff in a methodical search. Every time we checked a room we left a man in it to warn us if the leopardess prowled in there later. Slaves started persuading the rest of the public to leave, grumbling but fairly orderly.

The heat and steam were exhausting us. Fully dressed, we were overheating, losing our will to continue. Wild rumors of sightings were being exchanged. As the building finally emptied, the echoes of running feet and the vigiles’ shouts made the atmosphere even wilder. I dragged my arm across my forehead, desperate to clear the perspiration. An overweight vigilis was emerging from a hypocaust vent but had stuck. His joshing mates rubbed his red face with towels as he gasped and swore. “Someone said they saw her go down—I went to look around, but it’s hopeless. The space is only about three feet high and there’s a forest of columns. If you met her nose to nose you’d be dead.” With a last effort he wrenched his body out through the manhole. “Phew! It’s hot as stink and the air’s foul!”

Temporarily done for, he fell full length against the corridor wall, recovering from the effects of humidity and hot gases.

“Best to seal up the underfloor area,” I suggested. “If she is in there either she’ll expire or she’ll come out of her own accord later. When we’re sure she’s nowhere else we can deal with that.”

We left him, and the rest of us dragged ourselves back to the search. Soon we reckoned we had checked everywhere. Maybe the leopardess was outside the baths altogether by now, causing a panic somewhere else while we wasted our time. The vigiles were ready to give up.

I was finished myself but I did a final check through the building. Everyone else had gone out. Finding myself alone I glanced through a wedged open door to the hot steam room. Much of the heat had escaped now. I walked to the great marble bowl of standing water and leaned over to splash my face. It was tepid, and had no effect. As I straightened up, I heard something that made all the hairs on my neck stand up.

The huge establishment was virtually silent. But I had caught the scratch of claws on marble—very close.


 
Eighteen

 
VERY GENTLY I made myself turn around. The leopardess was eyeing me. She had stationed herself on one of the wall seats, sitting up like a sweating bather—between me and the open door.

“Good girl—” She growled. It was terrifying. Fair enough. My luck with the feminine element had never been good.

I kept still. There was no way out. I had my knife but was otherwise unarmed. Even my cloak lay on the flat marble seat beyond the leopardess. The floor was slippery, worsened by a large slick of spilled bathing oil. Its perfume was vine blossom. The one I hate most, more fishy than festive. Needle-sharp shards of the broken alabastron that once contained it lay in wait amongst the oil too.

I sensed failure already. Expecting the worst makes it happen. If only success was as simple.

I felt exhausted by the humidity. This was not for me. I had never been a hunting man. Still, I knew nobody who had any experience would try to tackle a big, fit leopard with only a small hand-knife.

The spotted cat licked her whiskers. She seemed perfectly relaxed.


* * *

Noises surprised me: low voices and hurried footsteps approaching in the outer corridor. The leopardess twitched her ears and growled ominously. My throat became too dry to call for help—a bad idea anyway. Very slowly I adopted a crouch, hoping the cat would have learned to recognize a human threat posture. A boot sole skidded on the oily floor. The sickly scent of the spilled oenanthinum caught in my windpipe. The leopardess also moved and also slipped, one great paw dangling off the seat. Replacing it fastidiously, she looked annoyed. A low, harsh rumble came from her throat again. We were now watching each other, though I tried to feign disinterest, not offering a challenge. She still had room to escape. She could hop down, turn, and stalk away. At least she could until the voices we had heard came yet nearer; then both she and I knew she was about to be trapped.

It was a spaciously designed chamber. High walls. Vaulted roof. Room for a whole guild of augurs to come here from the Temple of Minerva in the Saepta and lounge in the steam without knocking elbows. To a man hemmed in by a carnivorous wildcat, it suddenly seemed pretty confined.

The voices reached the door. “Stay out!” I called. People came in anyway.

The leopardess decided that the men now behind her represented danger. I must have just looked pitiful. She stood up and paced along the seat towards me, alert to the disturbance yet twitchingly aware of me. I backed against the stone bowl; then I started ducking round it sideways. The mighty basin was shoulder high and might offer some protection. I never made it far enough. Whether the cat decided to spring up onto the bowl or whether I was her target, she came flying towards me. I shouted and got my knife up, though I stood no chance.

Then one of her pounding paws must have caught in a drainage cover—one of the small square grids with flower-shaped patterns that allowed condensed steam to soak away. Splay-legged, she scrabbled for balance. Either the grid or a shard of glass from the broken alabastron must have hurt her; she bit angrily at a claw, where blood streamed. I kept yelling, trying to drive her off.

Someone broke through the knot of men in the doorway. A dark shape whirled through the air, briefly opened like a sail, then closed around the leopardess. She ended up writhing in a bundle, snarling and spitting, partially held in the folds of a net. It was not enough. One great spotted leg worked free, desperately striking out. The scrabbling bundle of fur and claws still came at me.

My arm flew up to protect my neck. Then I was knocked askew. The powerful weight, all wet pelt, teeth, and snarls, belted me sideways. Smelling carnivore, I gasped. I hit the wall. I must have crash-landed right by one of the internal flues; at first I didn’t feel it, then I knew my bare arm had been burned from the wrist to the hem of my sleeve.

People raced to the leopard, brisk figures who skated on the wet tiling but who knew what they were doing. Another net arched, spread, and fell. Men held the beast down with long iron-shod poles. Sharp commands rang out—then soothing noises for the animal. A cage was slid in and swiftly dragged across to the writhing cat. She was still angry and terrified, but she knew these were the people in control. So, with relief, did I.

“Come out of the way, Falco!” A harsh order came from the tall, shapely female who had flung the first net and saved me. Not a voice to argue with. Not a woman to cross. I had had some dealings with her, though the last time I saw her seemed an age ago and we had been in Syria. Her name was Thalia. “Make some room for the experts—”

She grabbed my burned arm. Pain kicked in; I shrieked involuntarily. She let go, but took a firmer grip on my shoulders, bunching handfuls of tunic. I let myself be hauled outside the sweating room like a drunk being expelled by a particularly adept bouncer, then I leaned on the wall of the corridor, sweat pouring off in rivulets, holding my right arm away from my body. Breathing seemed something I might never do in comfort again.

My rescuer turned back to see the leopardess successfully caged. “She’s in—you could have waited, darling. Trust a bloody man to want to do everything himself!” The inference was lewd. It seemed best to accept the criticism, both topical and sexual. She had always made suggestive remarks, and I had always pretended not to have heard them. I told myself I was safe because the lady was extremely fond of Helena. If she did decide to grope me, I was not in a state to protect myself.

I had known Thalia some years now. We were supposed to be friends. I treated her with nervous respect. She worked in the Circus, usually with snakes. A woman who could be described as “statuesque”—not meaning a sculpture of some delicate nymph with a sweet smile and virginal properties—and she had a large character to match. I thought I liked her. It seemed the best attitude to take.

As usual Thalia was bursting out of a minimal stage costume that was deliberately designed to cause offense to prudes. To augment the outfit she wore platform boots that had her tottering and arm bracelets like warship anchor chains. Her hair was piled in a towering concoction that she must have kept in place for weeks without dismantling. I swear I glimpsed a stuffed finch among its mass of combs and knob-headed pins.

She dragged me to the cold room, made me kneel beside the dipping pool, and plunged my arm underwater, up to the shoulder, to draw out some of the heat from the burn. “Lie still.”

“I bet you say that to all the men you get hold of—” It was a terrifying thought. Thalia knew it too.

“Take my advice or you’ll be in a fever tomorrow, and scarred for life. I’ll give you a salve, Falco.”

“I’d rather have a chat.”

“You’ll get what’s good for you.”

“Whatever you say, princess.”

Eventually she let me up. As she was leading me meekly out through the baths we met a man carrying a whip and a long-legged stool. “Ooh look!” she shouted sarcastically. “Here’s a little boy who wants to grow up to be a lion tamer!” He looked suitably embarrassed.

Thalia had accosted a tall, wide, dark-skinned, crinkle-haired man, built like a fighter, puffed nose and all, though unexpectedly well dressed. He wore a tunic with rich blue and gold braid, carried a full cloak of fine wool with Celtic silver toggles, and flaunted an expensive belt with a buckle that looked as if it had once cinched in Achilles when he was in a party mood. A group of men, obviously his slaves, followed him along the corridor, some bringing ropes and long hooked staves.

“I caught her for you,” Thalia called back over one shoulder as our paths crossed. Apparently he owned the leopardess. “Come and see me when you’ve got her home, and we’ll talk about the salvage fee.”

The man grinned back weakly, trying to persuade himself she wasn’t serious. I thought she was. So did he really.


Thalia kept walking. I limped along after her. “Who was that?”

“Idiot called Saturninus.”

“Saturninus! You know him, Thalia?”

“Same business, sort of.”

“Well that’s a bit of luck.” She looked surprised. Then I promised that I would accept having my arm lathered with ointment, if she would tell me what she knew about the men who imported beasts for the venatio.

“Saturninus, in particular?”

“Both Saturninus and Calliopus, please.”

“Calliopus?” Thalia’s eyes narrowed. She must have heard he was being audited for the Census. “Oh bugger it, Falco! Don’t tell me you’re the bastard who is doing the lifestyle checks? I suppose I’ll be next?”

“Thalia,” I promised, “whatever lies you have chosen to tell the Censors, believe me, you are perfectly safe. I would never dare investigate your lifestyle—let alone your finances!”


 
Nineteen

 
THALIA HAD ALWAYS lurked outside the city, near the Circus of Nero. When I first knew her she was a down-at-heel exotic dancer. Now she had become a manager—of slinky banquet dancing girls, lovable donkeys who could perform feats of memory, extremely expensive musicians, one-legged fortune-tellers who had been born with eagles’ beaks, and dwarves who could stand on their heads on a pile of ten vertical amphorae. Her own act featured close contact with a python, an electric combination with the kind of pornographic sleaze you normally don’t see outside of the nightmare bordellos dreamed up by high-life villains.

Her business had been inherited from an entrepreneur (of whom she spoke disparagingly, as she did of most men); he had experienced a fatal mishap with a panther (of whom she still seemed rather fond). Under Thalia’s new strong management things appeared to be flourishing, though she still lived in a tattered tent. Inside it were new silken cushions and oriental metalwork. They vied for space with battered old baskets, some of which I knew probably housed untrustworthy snakes.

“Here’s Jason! Say hello to him, Falco.” He was never stuffed in a basket. Jason was not her dancing partner, just a smaller pet, the fast-expanding python whom Thalia had always tried to persuade me was a soft touch who loved company. She knew he despised me and I was scared to death of him. That just made her try harder to throw us together; a typical matchmaker. “He looks a bit rough at the moment and he’s feeling low. You’re sloughing another skin, aren’t you, darling?”

“Better leave him in peace then,” I countered, feeling feeble for saying it. “So how long have you been back in Rome, Thalia?”

“Since last summer.” She handed me a cup of water and waited while I drank deeply. I knew how to be a good patient if the nurse was truly forceful. “I looked you up; you and Helena were in Spain. More spying on innocent businessmen?”

“Family trip.” I never liked to make too much of the work I had done for the Emperor. I finished my drink. When I put down the beaker on an ivory tray, Jason wove his way to it and licked the dregs. “How are things, Thalia? Davos still with you?”

“Oh he’s around somewhere.”

Davos was an actor whom Thalia had plucked from his peaceful life playing moth-eaten stage gods by persuading him he should revitalize his existence yoked to her. Their relationship was presumably personal, though I avoided asking. Davos was a private man; I respected that. Thalia herself was likely to make me blush with ribald details, stressing measurements.

She was busying herself in a carved wooden chest, from which she extracted a small leather bag where I knew she kept medicaments. She had saved Helena’s life once with an exquisite Parthian pick-me-up called mithridatium. Our eyes met, both remembering. I owed her a lot. No need to mention it. Under no circumstances would Thalia be audited by the Falco partnership, and if anyone else bothered her they would have to deal with me. “Did you bring home the little water-organist and her boyfriend as well?”

“I shed the doe-eyed lad.” She had found what she wanted and applied a big dollop of waxy, strong-smelling ointment to my hot arm.

“Oh I thought you would—Ow!”

“Sophrona’s here. She plays nicely and she looks good; I make a mint with her. But she’s still a dopey little cow, always mooning after unsuitable men instead of thinking about her career.”

“You owe me a finder’s fee.” It was a joke.

“Better send me a bill then.” Even more frivolous.

“And you’re also still importing exotic beasts?”

Thalia said nothing, eyeing me. If she thought the question was official, this could be where our friendship ended. Only what was good for her business would ever really count. Her life had been too hard. She had no room to lower her standards; she would never grow soft.

“Thalia, I’ve no quarrel with you. I’ll ensure the Census takes no interest in your outfit, if you’ll tell me about the men on my enquiry list.”

“Better be quick,” Thalia then agreed quite readily. She relaxed, fixing the lid back on her pot of salve and then wiping her finger clean on her few inches of tasseled skirt. “You don’t want Saturninus to walk in while we’re dissecting him.”

“Will he come? He didn’t look too keen when you mentioned salvage money.”

“Oh he’ll be here. He knows what’s good for him. How’s your burn?”


I waggled my arm. “Cooling. Thanks.” Saturninus had already seen me with Thalia but if I could leave before he showed up here, he might not remember that. I was undecided how I intended to tackle him, and preferred not to let him see I had Circus friends.

Enquiry soon ascertained that Thalia’s own purchasing contacts were still mainly in the East. That let me exclude her from my audit on geographical grounds. “Don’t worry. Falco & Partner are heroes with an abacus but we can’t do everything. We’re working on Tripolitania.”

“Good. You hammer those bastards so they leave some room for me!”

“Rivalry? I thought your field was specialty acts, not the venatio?”

“Why should I stand back when there are good times coming?” So here was yet another entrepreneur who saw the opening of the new Flavian Amphitheater as a date with destiny. Well, I would rather Thalia made her fortune out of it than anyone else. She had a heart and she was a lively character. Whatever she offered the crowds would be good quality.

I grinned at her. “I take it you don’t stoop to any funny business to annoy the other managers?” Thalia gave me a hilarious round-eyed stare. If she trifled with them, she was not saying. I did not expect her to. In fact, I preferred not to know. “But is there serious trouble among the lanistae?”

“Plenty. Look at today, Falco.”

“Today?”

“Why, I could have sworn I met you entertaining a leopardess in the Agrippan Baths earlier, Marcus Didius—is that an everyday occurrence?”

“I assumed she had just escaped.”

“Maybe she did.” Thalia screwed up her mouth. “Maybe she had help. Nobody will ever prove it—but I saw a whole bunch of Calliopus’ bestiarii up by the Portico of Octavia, all leaning on statues laughing their little heads off while Saturninus ran rings around himself looking for his lost animal.”

“Bestiarii? Weren’t they training back at the barracks? How could they have known there was a rumpus here? Calliopus has his place way out past the Transtiberina—”

Thalia shrugged. “It looked peculiar. That doesn’t mean I was surprised. Saturninus saw them too—so that’s bad news. If he thinks Calliopus freed the leopardess to stir up trouble, he’ll do something really evil in return.”

“A dirty tricks war? Has this been going on long?”

“Never quite so serious.”

“There’s bad feeling, though? Can you tell me about it?”

“They’re vying for the same contracts all the time,” Thalia commented matter-of-factly. “Both for gladiatorial combats and for the hunts. Then they are men. You can’t expect them to be civilized. Oh, and I heard once that they come from rival towns that have some frightful feud.”

“In Tripolitania?”

“Wherever.”

“Calliopus is from Oea. What about Saturninus?”

“Is there a town called Lepcis?”

“Believe so.”

“Right. You know what these potty little neighborhoods are like in the provinces, Falco. Any excuse for an annual punch-up, if possible with one or two killed. That gives them all a reason to keep the fight going. If they can tie it to a festival, they can drag religion into it and blame the gods—”

“Is this real?”

“The principle’s right.”


I asked her if she had heard about the time when, according to the records that I’d seen, Calliopus and Saturninus briefly went into partnership. “Yes, they were trying to gang up and squeeze out anyone else from Tripolitania. Not that it worked—the other main player’s Hannobalus; he’s far too big to take on.” She was of my opinion that when two men shared a business it was doomed to end in a squabble. “Well, you should know, Falco—I heard you’ve been playing a disastrous game of soldiers with that mate of yours.”

I tried to make light of it. “Lucius Petronius was merely going through a bad patch in his personal life—”

“So you two old pals were struck by the thought you would love to work together. I suppose that turned out to be a nasty surprise when it failed?”

“Close.”

Thalia roared with raucous laughter. “Grow up, Falco. More friendships have died that way than I’ve had fools in bed. You’re lucky Petronius didn’t seduce your best clients and embezzle all your funds. You’d stand more chance working with a sworn enemy!”

I smiled bravely. “I’m trying that now.”

She calmed down. “You never know when to give up.”

“Doggedness is part of my charm.”

“Helena may think that.”

“Helena just thinks I’m wonderful.”

“Olympus! How’d you swing that? She can’t be after your money. You must be a nippy performer—at something, eh, Jason?”

I drew myself up sternly and decided it was time to leave. It meant stepping over the python, unfortunately. Jason liked to curl up right in the exit to the tent where he could look up people’s tunic skirts. He wasn’t even pretending to be asleep. He was staring right at me, daring me to approach. “Helena Justina is a fine judge. I’m a sensitive poet, a dedicated father, and I cook a mean chicken wing.”

“Oh that explains it,” simpered Thalia.

I took a big step, nervously. Astride Jason, I remembered something. “This feud between Saturninus and Calliopus—it’s already well warmed-up. Calliopus had a lion—”

“Big new Libyan called Draco,” Thalia reported unperturbedly. “I was after him myself; Calliopus beat me by going to Puteoli and nabbing him straight off the boat. And I heard he also owns a trained executioner.”

“He did. Leonidas. Saturninus had sold it to him under false colors.”

“Cheeky sod.”

“Worse than that. Leonidas has just been found dead, in very suspicious circumstances.”

“Jupiter!” The lion’s murder aroused her fiercest feelings. Other wild beasts were brought to Rome purely to be hunted in the arena, but Leonidas had had work to do in the Circus. He ranked with her own animals and reptiles: a professional. “That’s terrible. Who would do that? And why, Falco?”

“I presume he had enemies—though everyone claims he was the sweetest lion you could meet. A benefactor even to the convicts he tore to pieces and ate, apparently. I’m working on the usual theories for a murder case: that the corpse probably slept around, amassed huge debts, caused fights when drunk, owned a slave with a grudge, was rude to his mother, and had been heard insulting the Emperor. One of those always turns out right—” I finally plucked up the nerve to finish stepping over the python.

“Anyway,” said Thalia, “Calliopus and bloody Saturninus may make all the noise, but they aren’t the only people chasing after the beast contracts.”


“You mentioned one other big supplier? Also from Tripolitania?”

“Hannobalus. He thinks he’ll clean up.”

“Any other names?”

“Oh go on, Falco! Don’t tell me you haven’t got a list on a nice official scroll.”

“I can make my own list. What about this other Tripolitanian gilthead, Hannobalus?”

“You don’t miss much, Falco.”

“We’ve got one from Oea, one from Lepcis—I suppose there had to be a Third Man, from the Third Town.”

“Neat,” Thalia agreed noncommittally, like a woman who thought nothing involving the male sex was ever tidy.

“Sabratha, isn’t it? Very Punic, so I’m told.”

“They can keep that then.”

Thalia’s opinion suited me too. I was a Roman. As the poet said, my mission was bringing civilized pursuits to the known world. In the face of tenacious opposition, I believed you whacked them, taxed them, absorbed them, patronized them, then proscribed human sacrifice, dressed them in togas, and discouraged them from openly insulting Rome. That done, you put in a strong governor, and left them to get on with it.

We beat Hannibal, didn’t we? We razed the city and sowed the fields with salt. We had nothing to prove. That would explain why my hackles rose at the mention of anything Carthaginian.

“Is the man from Sabratha Punic, Thalia?”

“Don’t ask me. Who are you going to hammer over that poor lion?”

“A certain Rumex did it, according to my sources.”

Thalia shook her head sadly. “He’s an idiot. Calliopus will fix him good.”


“Calliopus is trying to cover it up.”

“Keeping it in the family.”

“He denies even knowing Rumex.”

“Pizzle.”

“Oh?”

Thalia must finally have realized I had no trace on the fingered Rumex and that I was hoping she could give me a lead. She eyed me askance. I looked shamefaced; she roared with mocking laughter, but then while I wriggled with embarrassment she explained who the great Rumex was.

I must have been the only man in Rome who had never heard of him.

Well, me and Anacrites. That only made it worse.


 
Twenty

 
ONCE YOU KNOW, the evidence leaps out at you from every wall:


OUR MONEY’S ON RUMEX:

THE TANNERS OF DOGSTAR STREET

WE LOVE RUMEX—GALLA AND HERMIONE

RUMEX CAN HAVE APPOLLONIA ANYTIME HE WANTS

HE HAD HER LAST WEEK!

HE’S DEAD IF I CATCH HIM—APPOLLONIA’S MOTHER

RUMEX IS HERCULES

RUMEX IS STRONGER THAN HERCULES

AND HIS [DOODLE] IS BIGGER TOO



I even spotted in rather shy, small letters on a temple column an impassioned mutter of:


Rumex stinks!!!



I knew who he was now all right. The man who had been named as the slayer of Leonidas was this year’s most idolized gladiator from the Games. His fighting role was as a Samnite, not normally a popular category. But Rumex was a real favorite. He must have been around for years, and was probably lousy, but he had now achieved the fame that only comes to a few. Even if he was only half as good as his reputation, he was not a man to tangle with.

There were graffiti on bakeries and bathhouses, and a poem nailed to a wooden herm at a crossroads. Outside the Saturninus Gladiators’ School stood a small but obviously permanent group of young female admirers waiting for a chance to scream adulation if ever Rumex appeared; a slave walked out with a shopping basket so to keep in good voice they screamed at him. Apparently used to it, he went over and cashed in by chatting them up. They were so hot for Rumex that in his absence they were fair game for anyone.

Inside the barracks gate lurked a porter who was assembling his pension fund from bribes for taking in letters, bouquets, seal rings, Greek sweetmeats, addresses, and intimate items of women’s wear for Rumex. This was bad. To a civilized male it was positively embarrassing. Lest I should doubt that women who ought to know better were throwing themselves at this overdeveloped mongrel, two fine and fancy ladies were approaching the gate just as I arrived. They had jumped out of a hired chair together, brazenly showing flashes of leg through slit side seams in their modest gowns. Their hair was curled. They flaunted shameless stacks of jewelry, advertising the fact that they came from well-off, supposedly respectable homes. But there was no doubt why they were here today; they had already proffered the door porter a tip to admit them. Cursing, I recognized them both.

I would lose them unless I did something about it. I raced up to the barracks angrily. They looked annoyed: these two hussies cruising for a hunk were Helena Justina, my supposedly chaste darling, and my irresponsible youngest sister Maia. Maia muttered something that I lip-read as an obscenity.

“Ah, Marcus!” exclaimed Helena, without batting an eyelid. I noticed that her eyelids were brilliant with antimonized paste. “At last you have caught up with us—carry my basket now.” She thrust it into my hands.

Dear gods, they were pretending I was some domestic slave. I was not having that. “I want a word with you—”

“I want a word with you!” hissed Maia, in genuine wrath. “I hear you’ve been giving drink to my husband—I shall beat you if it happens again!”

“We’re just going in here,” Helena announced, with the peremptory high-class disdain that had once flummoxed me into falling for her. “We want to see someone. You can either follow us quietly or wait for us outside.”

Apparently their tip had been a huge one. The porter not only allowed them in, but bowed so low he nearly scraped his nostrils on the ground. He gave them directions. They swept past me, ignoring my glares. Whistling started up as soon as they were spotted by the riffraff inside, so I bit back my indignation and hurried after them.

* * *

The Saturninus barracks put Calliopus and his measly hutments in the shade. We passed a forge alongside an armory, then a whole suite of offices. The timberwork was sharp, the shutters were painted, the paths were neat and swept. The slaves skipping about all wore livery. One large courtyard was simply for show: perfectly raked golden sand, with cool white statues of naked Greek hoplites positioned ostentatiously between well-watered stone urns of dark green topiary. There was enough outdoor art to grace a national portico. The shrubs were manicured into boxtree peacocks and obelisks.

Beyond lay the palaestra, again huge and smart. The peace of the first courtyard gave way to highly organized bustle: more trainers’ voices yelling than at the Calliopus establishment. More thumps and whacks of punchbags, weights, and wooden swords on dummy targets. In one corner rose the distinctive arched roofs of a private bathhouse.

My two womenfolk stopped, not as I hoped to apologize, but to pin their necklines more revealingly. As they threw their stoles over their shoulders with more of a swagger and pegged back their little slips of modesty veils, I made a last attempt to reason with them. “I’m horrified. This is scandalous.”

“Shut up,” said Maia.

I rounded on Helena. “While you’re shaming yourself at a school for killers, where, may I ask, is our child?”

“Gaius is looking after Julia at my house,” snapped Maia.

Helena condescended to explain swiftly, “Your mother told us about that note Anacrites received. We’re using our initiative. Now, please don’t interfere.”

“You’re visiting a damned gladiator? You’re doing it openly? You have come without a chaperon or a bodyguard—and without telling me?”

“We are just intending to talk to the man,” Helena cooed.

“Necessitating four bangles apiece and your Saturnalia necklaces? He may have killed a lion.”

“Ooh lovely!” minced Maia. “Well he won’t kill us. We’re just two admirers who want to swoon over him and feel the length of his sword.”

“You’re disgusting.”

“That,” Helena assured me quite calmly, “is the general effect we were aiming for.”


I could see they were both really enjoying themselves. They must have spent hours getting ready. They had raided their jewelry boxes for an eye-catching selection—then piled on everything. Dressed up as cheap bits with too much money, they were throwing themselves into it. I started to panic. Apart from any danger in this ludicrous situation, I had the awful feeling that my sensible sister and my scrupulous girlfriend might happily turn into flirting harridans, given the money and the chance. Helena, come to think of it, already possessed her own money. Maia, married to a determined soak who never bothered what she got up to, might well decide to seize the chance.

* * *

Rumex was minded by four world-weary slaves. As a slave himself he could not actually own them, but Saturninus had ensured that his prize fighter was pampered with a generous backup team. Perhaps female admirers paid for it.

“He’s resting. No one can see him.” Resting after what the spokesman did not say. I imagined the unsavory possibilities.

“We just wanted to tell him how much we adore him.” Maia flashed the slaves a brilliant smile. The spokesman surveyed her. Maia had always been a looker. Despite four children she had kept her figure. She combed her dark, tight curls in a neat frame to her round face. Her eyes were intelligent, merry, and adventurous.

She was not pressing the slaves. She knew how to get what she wanted, and what Maia wanted tended to be a tad different. My youngest sister sometimes failed to follow the rules. She still had hopes. She disliked compromise. I worried over Maia.

“Leave whatever you’ve brought. I’ll see that he gets it.” The response was offhand.


Helena adjusted the gold collar at her throat; she was playing the nervous one, the one who was afraid they would be named in the scandal column of the Daily Gazette. “He won’t know who sent it!” He won’t care, I reckoned.

“Oh I’ll tell him.” The minder had given the brush-off to plenty before them.

Helena Justina smiled at him. It was a smile that said these two were not the same as all the others. If he chose to believe it, the message could be perilous—not least for Helena and Maia. I was in despair. “It’s all right,” Helena assured the man, with all the confidence of a senator’s daughter who was up to no good. Her refined accent announced that Rumex had acquired himself a delicate devotee. “We didn’t expect special treatment. He must have lots of people who are desperate to meet him. He’s so famous. It would be such a privilege.” I could see the men thinking this one was really innocent. I was wondering how I had ever hitched myself to a girlfriend who was actually so much less innocent than the rude tightrope-walking acrobats I had hankered for first. “It must be hard work for you,” she commiserated. “Dealing with people who have no idea of allowing him any privacy. Do they get hysterical?”

“We’ve had our moments!” the spokesman had allowed himself to be lured into a chat.

“People throw themselves at him,” Maia sneered knowingly. “I hate that. It’s disgusting, isn’t it?”

“All right if you can get it,” laughed one of the slaves.

“But you have to keep a sense of proportion. Now my friend and me—” She and Helena exchanged the cloying glances of dedicated followers talking about their hero. “We follow all his fights. We know all his history.” She listed it off: “Seventeen wins: three draws: twice down but the crowd spared his jugular and sent him back. The bout with the Thracian last spring had our hearts in our mouths. He was robbed there—”

“The referee!” Helena leaned forwards, stabbing her finger angrily. This was some old controversy, apparently.

“Rumex was tripped.” I was impressed by their research. “He was winning, no question, then his boot let him down. He’d had three hits, including that tricky one when he did the cartwheel and cut up under the other man’s arm. He ought to have been given the fight.”

“Yes, but accidents don’t count,” put in one of the slaves.

“That bastard the old Emperor Claudius used to have their throats cut if they fell by accident,” someone else said.

“That was in case they were fixing it,” said Helena.

“No way. The crowd would spot that.”

“The crowd only sees what it wants to see,” suggested Maia. Her interest seemed genuinely passionate. It looked as if the finer points of the Rumex loss against the Thracian would be haggled over for the next three hours. This was worse than overhearing a row between two half-drunk bargees on pay night.

My sister stopped. She beamed at the minders, as if pleased to have shared with them her knowledge and expertise. “Can’t you let us in just for a few moments?”

“Normally,” explained the spokesman carefully. “Normally there wouldn’t be a problem, girls.” So what was abnormal today?

“We have money,” Helena proposed bluntly. “We want to give him a present—but we thought it would be nicer if we could just see him, to ask him what he really wants.”

The man shook his head.

Helena clutched her hand to her mouth. “He’s not ill?”

Overindulgence, I thought to myself. In what, it seemed best not to speculate.


“Has he been hurt in practice?” gasped Maia, with real distress.

“He’s resting,” said the spokesman for the second time.

I let myself speculate after all. Everyone knows what top gladiators are like. I could imagine the scene indoors. An uneducated thug, provided with indecent luxury. Gorging on sweated suckling pig, dousing it in lashings of cheap fish-pickle sauce. Reeking of impossibly scented pomades. Swilling undiluted Falernian like water, then leaving half-empty amphorae unstoppered for the wine flies. Playing endless repetitive games of Latrunculi with his sycophantic hangers-on. Pausing for three-in-a-bed orgies with teenage acolytes even dafter than the two rash women who were debasing themselves outside his quarters now . . .

“He’s resting,” said Maia to Helena.

“Just resting,” Helena answered her. Then she turned to the group of minders and exclaimed, with innocent lack of tact, “That’s such a relief. We were afraid of what might have happened to him—after what people are saying about that lion.”

There was a small pause.

“What lion?” asked the spokesman in a patronizing voice. He stood up. He and the others adopted a well-practiced shepherding technique. “We don’t know anything about no lion, ladies. Now, excuse me, but I’ll have to ask you to be moving on. Rumex is very particular about his training regime. He has to have absolute quiet all around him. I’m sorry, but I can’t allow any members of the public to hang about when there’s a risk of disturbing him—”

“You don’t know about it, then?” Helena persisted. “It’s just that there is a terrible rumor running round the Forum that Rumex has killed a lion that belonged to Calliopus. His name was Leonidas. It’s all over Rome—”


“And I’m a gryphon with three legs,” asserted the chief minder, evicting Helena and my sister from the barracks area ruthlessly.

* * *

Outside in the street again, Maia swore.

I said nothing. I know when to carry a basket with my head down. I walked quietly behind them as they stalked away from the gate, making sure I looked like a particularly meek boudoir slave.

“You can stop playing the know-all,” scoffed Maia to me grumpily. “It was a good try.”

I straightened up. “I’m just agog at your encyclopedic knowledge of the Games. You both sounded like true arena bores. Who fed you the gladiatorial lore?”

“Petronius Longus. We wasted time on it for nothing, though.”

Helena Justina had always been shrewd. “No, it’s all right,” she told my sister in a satisfied voice. “We didn’t manage to see Rumex, but the way those men made us leave so rapidly when we mentioned Leonidas says it all. My guess is that Rumex has been deliberately quarantined. Whatever happened when the lion was killed, Rumex was definitely involved.”
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