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    PART ONE:
  


  
    ROME
  


  
    AD73: beginning the night of 31 March
  


  
    Cordobans of any status surely sought to be as Roman as the Romans themselves, or more so. There is no evidence of a ‘national consciousness’ in the likes of the elder Seneca, although there was presumably a certain sympathy among native sons who found themselves in Rome together...
  


  
    Robert C. Knapp, Roman Cordoba
  


  
    I
  


  
    Nobody was poisoned at the dinner for the Society of Olive Oil Producers of Baetica – though in retrospect, that was quite a surprise.
  


  
    Had I realised Anacrites the Chief Spy would be present, I would myself have taken a small vial of toad’s blood concealed in my napkin and ready for use. Of course he must have made so many enemies, he probably swallowed antidotes daily in case some poor soul he had tried to get killed found a chance to slip essence of aconite into his wine. Me first, if possible. Rome owed me that.
  


  
    The wine may not have been as smoothly resonant as Falernian, but it was the Guild of Hispania Wine Importers’ finest and was too good to defile with deadly drops unless you held a very serious grudge indeed. Plenty of people present seethed with murderous intentions, but I was the new boy so I had yet to identify them or discover their pet gripes. Maybe I should have been suspicious, though. Half the diners worked in government and the rest were in commerce. Unpleasant odours were everywhere.
  


  
    I braced myself for the evening. The first shock, an entirely welcome one, was that the greeting-slave had handed me a cup of fine Barcino red. Tonight was for Baetica: the rich hot treasurehouse of southern Spain. I find its wines oddly disappointing: white and thin. But apparently the Baeticans were decent chaps; the minute they left home they drank Tarraconensian – the famous Laeitana from northwest of Barcino, up against the Pyrenees where long summers bake the vines but the winters bring a plentiful rainfall.
  


  
    I had never been to Barcino. I had no idea what Barcino was storing up for me. Nor was I trying to find out. Who needs fortune-tellers’ warnings? Life held enough worries.
  


  
    I supped the mellow wine gratefully. I was here as the guest of a ministerial bureaucrat called Claudius Laeta. I had followed him in, and was lurking politely in his train while trying to decide what I thought of him. He could be any age between forty and sixty. He had all his hair (dry-looking brown stuff cut in a short, straight, unexciting style). His body was trim; his eyes were sharp; his manner was alert. He wore an ample tunic with narrow gold braid, beneath a plain white toga to meet Palace formality. On one hand he wore the wide gold ring of the middle class; it showed some emperor had thought well of him. Better than anyone yet had thought of me.
  


  
    I had met him while I was involved in an official enquiry for Vespasian, our tough new Emperor. Laeta had struck me as the kind of ultra-smooth secretary who had mastered all the arts of looking good while letting handymen like me do his dirty work. Now he had taken me up – not due to any self-seeking of mine, though I did see him as a possible ally against others at the Palace who opposed promoting me. I wouldn’t trust him to hold my horse while I leaned down to tie my boot thong, but that went for any clerk. He wanted something; I was waiting for him to tell me what.
  


  
    Laeta was top of the heap: an imperial ex-slave, born and trained in the Palace of the Caesars amongst the cultivated, educated, unscrupulous orientals who had long administered Rome’s Empire. Nowadays they formed a discreet cadre, well behind the scenes, but I did not suppose their methods had changed from when they were more visible. Laeta himself must have somehow survived Nero, keeping his head down far enough to avoid being seen as Nero’s man after Vespasian assumed power. Now his title was Chief Secretary, but I could tell he was planning to be more than the fellow who handed the Emperor scrolls. He was ambitious, and looking for a sphere of influence where he could really enjoy himself. Whether he took backhanders in the grand manner I had yet to find out. He seemed a man who enjoyed his post, and its possibilities, too much to bother. An organiser. A long-term planner. The Empire lay bankrupt and in tatters, but under Vespasian there was a new mood of reconstruction. Palace servants were coming into their own.
  


  
    I wished I could say the same for me.
  


  
    ‘Tonight should be really useful for you, Falco,’ Laeta urged me, as we entered a suite of antique rooms in the old Palace. My hosts had an odd choice of venue. Perhaps they obtained the cobwebbed imperial basement at cheap rates. The Emperor would appreciate hiring out his official quarters to make a bit on the side.
  


  
    We were deep under Palatine Hill, in dusty halls with murky histories where Tiberius and Caligula once tortured men who spoke out of turn, and held legendary orgies. I found myself wondering if secretive groups still relived such events. Then I started musing about my own hosts. There were no pornographic frescos in our suite, but the faded décor and cowed, ingratiating retainers who lurked in shadowed archways belonged to an older, darker social era. Anyone who believed it an honour to dine here must have a shabby view of public life.
  


  
    All I cared about was whether coming tonight with Laeta would help me. I was about to become a father for the first time, and badly needed respectability. To play the citizen in appropriate style, I also required much more cash.
  


  
    As the clerk drew me in I smiled and pretended to believe his promises. Privately I thought I had only a slim hope of winning advancement through contacts made here, but I felt obliged to go through with the farce. We lived in a city of patronage. As an informer and imperial agent I was more aware of it than most. Every morning the streets were packed with pathetic hopefuls in moth-eaten togas rushing about to pay attendance on supposedly great men. And according to Laeta, dining with the Society of Baetican Olive Oil Producers would allow me to mingle with the powerful imperial freedmen who really ran the government (or who thought they did).
  


  
    Laeta had said I was a perfect addition to his team – doing what, remained unclear. He had somehow convinced me that the mighty lions of bureaucracy would look up from their feeding bowls and immediately recognise in me a loyal state servant who deserved a push upwards. I wanted to believe it. However, ringing in my ears were some derisive words from my girlfriend; Helena Justina reckoned my trust in Laeta would come unstuck. Luckily, serious eating in Rome is men’s work so Helena had been left at home tonight with a cup of well-watered wine and a cheesy bread roll. I had to spot any frauds for myself.
  


  
    One thing was completely genuine at the Baetican Society: adorning their borrowed Augustan serving platters and nestling amongst sumptuous garnishes in ex-Neronian gilt comports, the food was superb. Peppery cold collations were already smiling up at us from low tables; hot meats in double sauces were being kept warm on complex charcoal heaters. It was a large gathering. Groups of dining couches stood in several rooms, arranged around the low tables where this luxurious fare was to be served.
  


  
    ‘Rather more than a classic set of nine dinner guests!’ boasted Laeta proudly. This was clearly his pet club.
  


  
    ‘Tell me about the Society.’
  


  
    ‘Well, it was founded by one of the Pompeys –’ He had bagged us two places where the selection of sliced Baetican ham looked particularly tempting. He nodded to the diners whose couches we had joined: other senior clerks. (They mass together like woodlice.) Like him they were impatiently signalling to the slaves to start serving, even though people had still to find places around other tables. Laeta introduced me. ‘Marcus Didius Falco – an interesting young man. Falco has been to various trouble-spots abroad on behalf of our friends in intelligence.’ I sensed an atmosphere – not hostile, but significant. Internal jealousy, without doubt. There was no love lost between the correspondence secretariat and the spies’ network. I felt myself being scrutinised with interest – an uneasy sensation.
  


  
    Laeta mentioned his friends’ names, which I did not bother to memorise. These were just scroll-shufflers. I wanted to meet men with the kind of status owned by the great imperial ministers of olden days – Narcissus or Pallas: holding the kind of position Laeta obviously craved himself.
  


  
    Smalltalk resumed. Thanks to my ill-placed curiosity I had to endure a rambling discussion of whether the Society had been founded by Pompey the Great (whom the Senate had honoured with control of both Spanish provinces) or Pompey the rival of Caesar (who had made Baetica his personal base).
  


  
    ‘So who are your members?’ I murmured, trying to rush this along. ‘You can’t be supporting the Pompeys now?’ Not since the Pompeys fell from grace with a resounding thud. ‘I gather then that we’re here to promote trade with Spain?’
  


  
    ‘Jove forbid!’ shuddered one of the high-flown policy-formers. ‘We’re here to enjoy ourselves amongst friends!’
  


  
    ‘Ah!’ Sorry I blundered. (Well, not very sorry; I enjoy prodding sore spots.)
  


  
    ‘Disregard the name of the Society,’ smiled Laeta, at his most urbane. ‘That’s a historical accident. Old contacts do enable us to draw on the best resources of the province for our menu – but the original aim was simply to provide a legitimate meeting ground in Rome for like-minded men.’
  


  
    I smiled too. I knew the scenario. He meant men with like-minded politics.
  


  
    A frisson of danger attended this group. Dining in large numbers – or congregating in private for any purpose at all – was outlawed; Rome had always discouraged organised factions. Only guilds of particular merchants or craftsmen were permitted to escape their wives for regular feasting together. Even they had to make themselves sound serious by stressing that their main business was collecting contributions for their funeral club.
  


  
    ‘So I need not really expect to meet any substantial exporters of Spanish olive oil?’
  


  
    ‘Oh no!’ Laeta pretended to look shocked. Someone muttered to him in an undertone; he winced, then said to me, ‘Well, sometimes a determined group of Baeticans manages to squeeze in; we do have some here tonight.’
  


  
    ‘So thoughtless!’ another of the scroll-pushers sympathised drily. ‘Somebody needs to explain to the social élite of Corduba and Gades that the Society of Baetican Olive Oil Producers can manage quite well without any members who actually hail from southern Spain!’
  


  
    My query had been sheer wickedness. I knew that among the snobs of Rome – and freed slaves were of course the most snobbish people around – there was strong feeling about pushy provincials. In the Celtic faction, the Spanish had been at it far longer than the Gauls or British so they had honed their act. Since their first admission to Roman society sixty or seventy years ago, they had packed the Senate, plucked the plum salaried jobs in the equestrian ranks, conquered literary life with a galaxy of poets and rhetoricians, and now apparently their commercial tycoons were swarming everywhere too.
  


  
    ‘Bloody Quinctius parading his retinue of clients again!’ muttered one of the scribes, and lips were pursed in unison sympathetically.
  


  
    I’m a polite lad. To lighten the atmosphere I commented, ‘Their oil does seem to be high quality.’ I collected a smear on one finger to lick, taking it from the watercress salad. The taste was full of warmth and sunshine.
  


  
    ‘Viscous gold!’ Laeta spoke with greater respect than I anticipated from a freedman discussing commerce. Perhaps this was a pointer to the new realism under Vespasian. (The Emperor came from a middle-class family, and he at least knew exactly why commodities were important to Rome.)
  


  
    ‘Very fine – both on the food and in the lamps.’ Our evening was being lit with a wide variety of hanging and standard lights, all burning with steady clarity and, of course, no smell. ‘Nice olives, too.’ I took one from a garnish dish, then went back for more.
  


  
    ‘Didius Falco is famous for political analysis,’ commented Laeta to the others. News to me. If I was famous for anything it was cornering confidence tricksters and kicking the feet from under criminals. That, and stealing a senator’s daughter from her lovely home and her caring relatives: an act which some would say had made me a criminal myself.
  


  
    Wondering if I had stumbled on something to do with Laeta’s motive for inviting me, I carried on being reverent about the viscous gold: ‘I do know your estimable society is not named after any old table condiment, but a staple of cultured life. Olive oil is any cook’s master ingredient. It lights the best homes and public buildings. The military consume vast quantities. It’s a base for perfumes and medicines. There’s not a bath-house or athletic gymnasium that could exist without oily body preparations –’
  


  
    ‘And it makes a failsafe contraceptive!’ concluded one of the more jolly stylus-shovers.
  


  
    I laughed and said I wished I had known that seven months ago.
  


  
    Feeling thoughtful, I returned my attention to the food. Plainly this suited the others; they wanted outsiders to keep quiet while they showed off. The conversation became encoded with oblique references to their work.
  


  
    The last speaker’s remark had me grinning. I could not help thinking that if I passed on the stylus-shover’s suggestion Helena would scoff that it sounded like making love to a well-marinaded radish. Still, olive oil would certainly be easier to obtain than the illegal alum ointment which we had intended to use to avoid starting a family. (Illegal because if you took a fancy to a young lady who was of the wrong status you were not supposed to speak to her, let alone bed her – while if your fancy was legal you had to marry and produce soldiers.) Olive oil was not cheap, though there was plenty available in Rome.
  


  
    There was a suitably Hispanic theme throughout the meal. This made for a tasty selection, yet all with a similar presentation: cold artichokes smothered in fish-pickle sauce from the Baetican coast; hot eggs in fish-pickle sauce with capers; fowl forcemeats cooked with fish-pickle and rosemary. The endives came naked but for a chopped onion garnish – though there was a silver relish dish of you-guessed-it placed handily alongside. I made the mistake of commenting that my pregnant girlfriend had a craving for this all-pervasive garum; the gracious bureaucrats immediately ordered some slaves to present me with an unopened amphora. Those who keep frugal kitchens may not have noticed that fish-pickle is imported in huge pear-shaped vessels – one of which became my personal luggage for the rest of the night. Luckily my extravagant hosts lent me two slaves to carry the dead weight.
  


  
    As well as the deliciously cured hams for which Baetica is famous, the main dishes tended to be seafood: few of the sardines we all joke about, but oysters and huge mussels, and all the fish harvested from the Atlantic and Mediterranean coasts – dory, mackerel, tuna, conger eel, and sturgeon. If there was room to throw a handful of prawns into the cooking pot as well, the chef did so. There was meat, which I suspected might be dashing Spanish horse, and a wide range of vegetables. I soon felt crammed and exhausted – though I had not so far advanced my career an inch.
  


  
    As it was a club, people were moving from table to table informally between courses. I waited until Laeta had turned away, then I too slipped off (ordering the slaves to bring my pickle jar), as if I wanted to circulate independently. Laeta glanced over with approval; he thought I was off to infiltrate some policy-moulders’ network.
  


  
    I was really intending to sneak for an exit and go home. Then, when I dodged through a doorway ahead of my bearers and the garum, I crashed into someone coming in. The new arrival was female: the only one in sight. Naturally I stopped in my tracks, told the slaves to put down my pickle jar on its elongated point, then I straightened my festive garland and smiled at her.
  


  
    II
  


  
    She had been swathed in a full-length cloak. I like a woman well wrapped up. It’s good to ponder what she’s hiding and why she wants to keep the goodies to herself.
  


  
    This one lost her mystery when she bumped into me. Her long cloak slithered floorwards, to reveal that she was dressed as Diana the Huntress. As definitions go, ‘dressed’ was only just applicable. She wore an off-one-shoulder little gold pleated costume; one hand carried a large bag from which emerged a chink of tambourine clackers while under her spare armpit were a quiver and a silly toy hunting bow.
  


  
    ‘A virgin huntress!’ I greeted her happily. ‘You must be the entertainment.’
  


  
    ‘And you’re just a big joke!’ she sneered. I bent and retrieved her cloak for her, which allowed me to peruse a shapely pair of legs. ‘You’re in the right place to get kicked somewhere painful!’ she added pointedly; I straightened up fast.
  


  
    There was still plenty to look at. She would have come up to my shoulder but was wearing cork heels on her natty hide hunting boots. Even her toenails were polished like alabaster. Her smooth, extremely dark skin was a marvel of depilatory care; she must have been plucked and pumiced all over – just thinking about it made me wince. Equal attention had been lavished on her paintwork: cheeks heightened with the purple bloom of powdered wine lees; eyebrows given super-definition as perfect semicircles half a digit thick; lids glowing with saffron; lashes smothered in lampblack. She wore an ivory bangle on one forearm and a silver snake on the other. The effect was purely professional. She was nobody’s expensive mistress (no gemstones or filigree) and since women were not invited tonight, she was nobody’s guest.
  


  
    She had to be a dancer. Her physique looked well fleshed but muscular. A shining swatch of hair, so black it had a deep blue sheen, was being held back from her brow in a simple twist which could be rapidly loosened for dramatic effect. She had both hands posed with a delicacy that spoke of practice with castanets.
  


  
    ‘My mistake,’ I pretended to apologise. ‘I had been promised a Spanish dancer. I was hoping you were a bad girl from Gades.’
  


  
    ‘Well, I’m a good girl from Hispalis,’ she countered, trying to sweep past me. Her accent was crisp and her Latin abrasive. But for the Baetican theme of the evening it might have been hard to place her origins.
  


  
    Thanks to my trusty amphora I was keeping the doorway well blocked. If she squeezed through, we were going to be pleasantly intimate. I noted the look in her eye, suggesting that one wrong move in confined conditions and she was liable to bite my nose off.
  


  
    ‘I’m Falco.’
  


  
    ‘Well, get out of my way, Falco.’
  


  
    Either I had lost my charm, or she had sworn a vow to avoid handsome men with winsome smiles. Or could it be she was worried by my big jar of fermented fish entrails?
  


  
    An oldish man with a cithara stepped from a room across the corridor. His hair was grizzled and his handsome features had dark, Mauretanian colouring. He took no interest in me. The woman acknowledged his nod and turned after him. I decided to stop and watch their performance.
  


  
    ‘Sorry; private room!’ she smirked, and closed the door smack in my face.
  


  
    ‘Absolute nonsense! The Baetican Society has never encouraged plotting in smoky corners. We don’t allow private parties here –’
  


  
    It was Laeta. I had dallied too long and he had followed me. Overhearing the girl turned him into the worst kind of clerk who knows it all. I had stepped back to avoid getting my elegant Etruscan nose broken, but he pushed right past me intent on barging after her. His overbearing attitude almost made me decide against going in, but he had drawn me back into his orbit once more. The patient slaves wedged my amphora on its point against the doorframe and we sailed into the salon where the rude girl was to do her dance.
  


  
    As soon as my eyes wandered over the couches I realised that Laeta had lied to me. Instead of the high-class world governors he had led me to expect, this so-called select dining club admitted people I already knew – including two I would have crossed Rome on foot to avoid.
  


  
    They were reclining on adjacent couches – which was worrying in itself. The first was my girlfriend’s brother Camillus Aelianus, a bad-mannered, bad-tempered youth who hated me. The other was Anacrites, the Chief Spy. Anacrites loathed me too – mainly because he knew I was better than him at the work we both did. His jealousy had nearly had lethal results, and now if I ever had the chance I would take great delight in tying him to a spit on the top of a lighthouse, then building a very large signal fire under him and setting light to it.
  


  
    Maybe I should have left. Out of sheer stubbornness I marched straight in after Laeta.
  


  
    Anacrites looked sick. Since we were supposed to be colleagues in state service he must have felt obliged to appear polite, so beckoned me to an empty place beside him. Instead of reclining myself I signalled the slaves to put my amphora to bed there with its neck on the elbow-bolster. Anacrites hated eccentricity. So did Helena’s brother. On the next couch, the illustrious Camillus Aelianus was now simmering with fury.
  


  
    This was more like it. I grabbed a cup of wine from a helpful server, and cheered up dramatically. Then ignoring them both I crossed the room after Laeta, who was calling me to be introduced to someone else.
  


  
    III
  


  
    As I caught up with Laeta, I had to make my way through an odd roomful. I had hoped I would have no reason to take a professional interest tonight, but my suspicions of the Chief Secretary’s motives in inviting me had kept me on the alert. Besides, it was automatic to size up the company. Whereas Laeta had first led me among a hardcore group of regular eaters and drinkers, these men seemed almost like strangers who had reclined together just because they spotted empty couches and were now stuck with making a night of it. I sensed some awkwardness.
  


  
    I could be wrong. Mistakes, in the world of informing, are a daily hazard.
  


  
    This salon had always been designed as a dining room – the black and white mosaic was plain beneath nine formal, matching, heavyweight couches, but boasted a more complex geometric design in the centre of the floor. Laeta and I were now crossing that square, where the low serving tables were currently set but the dancer would be performing in due course. We were approaching a man who occupied the pivotal position like some grand host. He looked as if he thought he was in charge of the whole room.
  


  
    ‘Falco, meet one of our keenest members – Quinctius Attractus!’
  


  
    I remembered the name. This was the man the others had complained about for bringing in a troupe of real Baeticans.
  


  
    He grunted, looking annoyed with Laeta for bothering him. He was a solid senator in his sixties, with heavy arms and fat fingers – just the right side of debauchery, but he obviously lived well. What was left of his hair was black and curly and his skin was weathered, as if he clung to old-fashioned habits: prowling his thousand-acre vineyards in person when he wanted to convince himself he stayed close to the land.
  


  
    Maybe his collateral lay in olive groves.
  


  
    I was clearly not obliged to make conversation, for the senator showed no interest in who I was; Laeta himself took the lead: ‘Brought another of your little groups tonight?’
  


  
    ‘Seems an appropriate venue for entertaining my visitors!’ sneered Quinctius. I agreed with the man in principle, but his manner was off-putting.
  


  
    ‘Let’s hope they will benefit!’ Laeta smiled, with the serene insolence of a bureaucrat making a nasty point.
  


  
    Not understanding the sniping, I managed to find amusement of my own. When I first came in Anacrites had been enjoying himself. Now when I looked back in his direction I could see he was lying straight and very still on his couch. His strange light grey eyes were veiled; his expression unreadable. From being a cheerful party guest with slicked-back hair and a meticulous tunic, he had become as tense as a virgin sneaking out to meet her first shepherd in a grove. My presence had really tightened his screw. And from the way he was staring – while pretending not to notice – I didn’t think he liked Laeta talking to Quinctius Attractus like this.
  


  
    I quickly glanced around the three-sided group of couches. It was easy to spot the Baetican interpolers whose invasion had annoyed Laeta’s colleagues. Several men here had a distinct Hispanic build, wide in the body and short in the leg. There were two each side of Quinctius, forming the central row in the most honoured position, and two more on the side row to his right. They all wore similar braid on their tunics, and dinner sandals with tough esparto rope soles. It was unclear how well they knew one another. They were speaking in Latin, which fitted the prosperous weave of their garments, but if they had come to Rome to sell oil they seemed rather restrained, not displaying the relaxed confidence that might charm retailers.
  


  
    ‘Why don’t you introduce us to your Baetican friends?’ Laeta was asking Quinctius. He looked as if he wanted to tell Laeta to take a one-way trip to the Underworld, but we were all supposed to be blood-brothers at this dinner, so he had to comply.
  


  
    The two visitors on the right-hand row, introduced rapidly and rather dismissively as Cyzacus and Norbanus, had had their heads together in close conversation. Although they nodded to us, they were too far from us to start chatting. The nearer pair, those on the best-positioned couches beside Quinctius, had been silent while Laeta spoke to him; they overheard Laeta and the senator trying to outdo one another in urbane unpleasantness, although they hid their curiosity. An introduction to the Emperor’s Chief Secretary seemed to impress them more than it had done the first two. Perhaps they thought Vespasian himself might now drop in to see if Laeta had tomorrow’s public engagement list to hand.
  


  
    ‘Annaeus Maximus and Licinius Rufius.’ Quinctius Attractus named them brusquely. He might be patron to this group, but his interest in them hardly took a paternal tone. However he did add more graciously, ‘Two of the most important oil producers from Corduba.’
  


  
    ‘Annaeus!’ Laeta was in there at once. He was addressing the younger of the two, a wide-shouldered, competent-looking man of around fifty. ‘– Would that make you a relative of Seneca?’
  


  
    The Baetican assented with a head movement, but did not agree the connection with enthusiasm. That could be because Seneca, Nero’s influential tutor, had ended his famous career with an enforced suicide after Nero grew tired of being influenced. Adolescent ingratitude at its most extreme.
  


  
    Laeta was too tactful to press the issue. Instead he turned to the other man. ‘And what brings you to Rome, sir?’
  


  
    Not oil, apparently. ‘I am introducing my young grandson to public life,’ answered Licinius Rufius. He was a generation older than his companion, though still looked sharp as a military nail.
  


  
    ‘A tour of the Golden City!’ Laeta was at his most insincere now, feigning admiration for this cosmopolitan initiative. I wanted to crawl under a side table and guffaw. ‘What better start could he have? And is the lucky young man with us this evening?’
  


  
    ‘No; he’s out on the town with a friend.’ The Roman senator Quinctius interrupted with ill-concealed impatience. ‘You’d best find a perch, Laeta; the musicians are tuning up. Some of us have paid for them, and we want our money’s worth!’
  


  
    Laeta seemed satisfied that he had made his mark. He had certainly annoyed the senator. As we picked our way back across the room through the slaves who were lifting the food tables in order to clear a central space, Laeta muttered to me, ‘Unbearable man! He throws his weight about to a degree that has become quite unacceptable. I may ask you, Falco, to help me with my endeavours to deal with him...’
  


  
    He could ask as much as he liked. Keeping members of dining societies in order was not my work.
  


  
    My host had not yet finished bopping upstarts on the nob. ‘Anacrites! And who amongst our refined membership has deserved your attentions?’
  


  
    ‘Yes, it’s a working supper for me –’ Anacrites had a light, cultured voice, about as unreliable as a dish of over-ripe figs. I felt bilious as soon as he spoke. ‘I’m here to watch you, Laeta!’ To do him justice, he had no fear of upsetting the secretariats. He also knew when to thrust his knife in quickly.
  


  
    Their warfare was pretty open: the legitimate administrator, who dealt in manipulation and guile, and the tyrant of the security forces, who used blackmail, bullying and secrecy. The same force drove them; both wanted to be the dunghill king. So far there was not much difference between the power of a well-honed damning report on first-quality papyrus from Laeta, and a snide denunciation whispered by the spy in the ear of the Emperor. But one day this conflict was bound to reach a head.
  


  
    ‘I’m quaking!’ Laeta insulted Anacrites by using nothing worse than sarcasm. ‘– Do you know Didius Falco?’
  


  
    ‘Of course.’
  


  
    ‘He should do,’ I growled. Now it was my turn to attack the spy: ‘Anacrites may be disorganised, but even he rarely forgets occasions when he sends agents into hostile territory, then deliberately writes to let the local ruler know to look out for them. I owe this man a great deal, Laeta. But for my own ingenuity he might have had me tied out on a rock in the Nabataean desert for all the crows of Petra to pick clean my bones. And in the case of unwelcome visitors I don’t believe the cruel Nabataeans bother to kill you first.’
  


  
    ‘Falco exaggerates,’ Anacrites smirked. ‘It was a regrettable accident.’
  


  
    ‘Or a tactical ploy,’ I returned coolly.
  


  
    ‘If I was at fault, I apologise.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t bother,’ I told him. ‘For one thing you’re lying, and for another, it’s a pleasure to continue hating your guts.’
  


  
    ‘Falco is a wonderful agent,’ Anacrites said to Laeta. ‘He knows almost everything there is to know about tricky foreign missions – and he learned it all from me.’
  


  
    ‘That’s right,’ I agreed mildly. ‘Campania, two years ago. You taught me all the mistakes and bungles. All the ways to upset local sensitivities, trample the evidence and fail to come home with the goods. You showed me that – then I went out and did the job properly. The Emperor still thanks me for learning to avoid your mistakes that summer!’
  


  
    Laeta took a turn: ‘I’m sure we all profit from your mutual past relationship!’ He was letting Anacrites know I was working for him now. ‘The entertainment is starting,’ Laeta smiled in my direction. The general noise in the room had dropped in response to signs of impending action from the dancer. Laeta patted me on the shoulder – a gesture I found highly annoying, though I made sure Anacrites did not see me react. ‘Stay and enjoy yourself, Falco; I’d like to hear your opinion in due course...’ It was obvious he was not talking about the musicians. He wanted Anacrites to think something was going on. Well, that suited me.
  


  
    Only two vacant couches remained, at each end of the side rows on opposite sides of the room. I had decided my preference, but just at that moment someone beat me to it. It was a man I found hard to place – a fellow in a subdued oatmeal tunic, about my age. He dropped on to the couch as if it had been his place previously and was soon leaning on his elbows to watch the dancer, with his muscular legs sprawled behind him. He had an old scar down one forearm and bunioned feet that had done their share of tramping pavements. He spoke to no one but appeared sociable enough as he tossed grapes into his mouth and grinned at the girl who was about to perform.
  


  
    I grabbed a wine refill to brace myself, then took the final couch – the one which was already partially occupied by my amphora of fish-pickle, alongside Anacrites.
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