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For Roy, nuper rudiarius. Ah, well, end of an era …


Praise for David Wishart:

‘Ancient Rome’s shrewdest and most sardonic detective … the best balance of mystery and history yet.’ Kirkus Reviews

‘More twists and turns than a roller coaster … fast-paced and professional.’ Historical Novels Review

‘Drawn with great dash, and the one-liners are as good as ever. Genius.’ Good Book Guide

‘Wishart takes true historical events and blends them into a concoction so pacey that you hardly notice all those facts and interesting details of Roman life being slipped in there … Salve! To this latest from the top toga-wearing ’tec of Roman times!’ Highland News Group

‘It is evident that Wishart is a fine scholar and perfectly at home in the period.’ Sunday Times

‘A real gripping mystery yarn with a strong vein of laconic humour.’ Coventry Evening Telegraph


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

CORVINUS’S FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD

Bathyllus: the major-domo
Perilla: Corvinus’s wife
Priscus, Titus Helvius: Corvinus’s stepfather
Vipsania: Corvinus’s mother

THE MURENA FAMILY AND HOUSEHOLD

Catia: Chlorus’s wife. Their daughter is Hebe
Chlorus, Titus Licinius: Murena’s elder son
Gellia: Murena’s wife
Ligurius, Quintus: Murena’s manager
Murena, Lucius Licinius: the victim
Nerva, Aulus Licinius: Murena’s younger son
Penelope (Licinia): Murena’s daughter
Tattius, Decimus: Murena’s partner and Penelope’s

husband

BAIAE

Diodotus: a doctor
Philippus, Lucius Licinius: a businessman and gambling

hall owner. Murena’s ex-slave

Saenius, Quintus: a retired lawyer
Trebbio, Gaius: a drunk
Zethus: the wineshop owner
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Baiae may be the jewel of the Campanian coast and the playground of the beautiful rich, but like any other place it’s got its good points too. You have to look hard to find them, mind, and Zethus’s wineshop had taken me three days. Zethus’s was just a glorified shack, tucked away just above the beach on the Misenum side of town, right on the edge and well off the main drag, but the wine was good and although some of the clientele could seriously get up your nose at times they were okay company on the whole: all locals, and definitely not members of the gilded-eyelashes-and-pet-peacock-on-a-lead set who come down from Rome for the summer. Which suited me just fine. Three days’ worth of town-centre wineshops patronised by bleating chinless wonders in holiday mood had had me practically climbing walls. Mind you, since the alternative was spending quality time in the company of Mother and Priscus I couldn’t be too fussy.

Currently, the said punters were whiling away the evening by indulging in the quaint old wineshop custom of winding up the drunk.

Me, I wasn’t getting involved. No way. Drunk-baiting in general’s a purely local sport, restricted to regulars, and any outsider stupid enough to shove his nose in is likely to get it punched; although Baiae may be the playground of bright young things with full purses and fluff where their brains should be, outside the luxury coastal villas belt a Roman purple-striper’s there on sufferance. If he wants to stay welcome he learns fast to sit and drink his wine without giving no offence to no one. Besides, baiting drunks just isn’t my bag.

This one was a beaut, mind; the drunk’s drunk, a real dedicatee: small, seedy, puffy-faced and with a nose on him you could’ve used to guide ships through fog. He’d been propping up the bar for two solid hours to my certain knowledge, getting silently smashed on Zethus’s cheapest house wine which he’d been pouring down his throat like his legs were hollow. By this time it was the bar that was doing the propping, he’d gone through the muttering-to-himself stage and out the other end, and the punters were feeding him free cups just to see how long it’d be before he ended up a sodden lump on the sawdust. Call it a spirit of scientific enquiry if you like, or just morbid fascination. Me, I’d say it was pure simple bloody-mindedness, which was par for the course: wineshop punters, especially places like Zethus’s, have a pretty basic sense of humour, and they tend to make their own amusements.

The guy lifted his cup for the umpteenth time, found his mouth at the third try, took another swallow and glared at them. ‘Fifteen years,’ he said. ‘Fifteen years I been in that place, right? Am I right?’

The punter next to him at the bar – the elected straight man – was nodding like a sympathetic owl while his mates behind chuckled into their drinks. ‘Yeah. Yeah, right,’ he said. ‘It’s a crying shame, no mistake.’

‘Old Juventius, he’d never’ve done it, never. Juventius was a proper gentleman. Not like that bastard. We had a deal, the old man and me.’ He belched. ‘ “Trebbio, boy,” he says, “I’m not greedy. You drop me a lobster or two when you can spare them and we’ll call the rent quits.” Bastard!’

‘He is that.’ The punter took a pull at his own wine, reached for the jug and topped up the drunk’s. ‘No question.’

‘Him and his fancy fish-farm, raking it in hand over fist. Fifteen years. Fifteen bloody years.’ He belched again and wiped a trickle of wine off his chin. ‘Hotel. Man like him, money to burn, what does he want to build a bloody hotel for anyway? Go on, you tell me. You tell me that, right? ’S not his business, hotels.’

‘Some people’s never satisfied with what they got, sure enough.’

‘You’re right there. He’s a bastard. A greedy bastard.’ He took another swig. ‘We’ve enough of the sods already.’

‘Bastards?’ one of the other punters at the back asked innocently. The rest sniggered.

The drunk turned, one elbow on the bar for support, and fixed him with a poached-egg stare. ‘Tourists. Tourists, boy, that’s what I mean. Come down from Rome, swan about like they own the place …’

‘Yeah, that’s ’cos they bleeding do, most of it,’ the punter said. His pals sniggered again, and he shot me a wink. ‘Isn’t that so, Corvinus?’

But I wasn’t going to be dragged in; no way was I going to be dragged in, not even by invitation. I sipped my wine: Zethus’s does a fair Campanian that his partner gets from a friend in Neapolis. His male partner: both of them are Greek, like most of the natives around Baiae, and the Greeks tend to be pretty open-minded about that sort of thing.

‘Don’t look at me, pal,’ I said easily. ‘I’m just staying with family, and they borrowed the villa, they don’t own it.’

The drunk took a firm grip of the bar and turned to give me a slow pop-eyed stare, taking in my mantle and purple stripe. ‘Got nothing against Romans, me,’ he said finally. ‘Notassuch. Notassuch.’ He picked up his cup and raised it to me. Wine slopped. ‘Didn’t mean to cause off – … off – …’ He drained the cup and belched. ‘Offence.’

‘None taken.’ I raised my own cup. ‘Cheers, friend.’

‘Only some of them. Like that bastard. Some people, though, they’d be better off dead, know what I mean?’

‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Yeah, I know.’

‘Just happens he’s a Roman too, right? Pure coinc—’ He hiccuped. ‘Coincidence. Could be anyone, but he’s a Roman. No offence, though.’ He blinked, staggered, grabbed the bar again and stood swaying. ‘Fuck! I’m plastered!’

Zethus was washing cups. He glanced up. ‘Maybe you’d best be getting home, Trebbio,’ he said quietly.

‘Nah, there’s still plenty of wine in the jug.’ The straight-man punter – his name was Alcis – slapped him on the shoulder and steadied him with his other hand. ‘Come on, Trebbio, I’m buying. Okay, lads?’

The other punters grinned. One of them said, ‘Sure.’

‘No. Zethus is right. I’ve had enough.’ The drunk straightened. ‘Anyway, ’s a full moon tonight. Best be going. Got to check my lines.’ He rocked back and forward on his feet and made a lurch for the door. ‘ ’Night, all.’

The door closed behind him. Yeah, well; maybe he was smarter than he seemed, even if he was pissed as a newt. He’d come out a winner, anyway, at least a jug of free booze ahead and still mobile. If you could call it mobile. Certainly the punters were looking disappointed as hell, like cats left watching an empty mousehole. Not that I’d much sympathy there. I tapped my own empty half jug and Zethus came round the bar.

‘He be all right?’ I said quietly.

‘Oh, yeah. He’s only going half a mile or so along the beach.’ Zethus took the jug. ‘Mind you, he’s had a bigger skinful than usual.’ He turned round to the punters. ‘That wasn’t nice of you, lads. Not nice at all.’

Alcis gave him a cheerful finger and turned back to chat with his mates.

‘Who was this bastard he was on about?’ I said.

‘That’s Murena. Licinius Murena. He owns the big fish-farm and villa just down the coast from here.’

I chuckled. ‘Murena, right? Good name for a fish-farmer.’ A murena’s a moray eel. Sure, it’s a regular surname in the pukkah branch of the Licinius family, too, so the coincidence isn’t as remarkable as it looks, but then Cicero didn’t raise chickpeas for a living, did he? Not that one of the Licinii would be exactly strapped for a copper piece or two.

‘His grandfather started it a century or so back. It’s the oldest and biggest on the bay.’ Zethus nodded at the jug. ‘Same again?’

‘Uh-uh. Make it a cup. I’ll have to be getting back soon.’ If I came rolling in at one in the morning tripping over the furniture there’d be Looks from Mother at breakfast. Perilla wouldn’t be too happy, either. ‘What’s this business about a hotel?’

‘Murena’s bought the old Juventius estate between here and town. That’s where Trebbio has his cottage. Guy’s planning to build a hotel, a big one, for the top end of the market, and Trebbio got the boot this morning. He isn’t too pleased about it.’

Yeah, that was putting it mildly; I’d go for homicidal myself. While Zethus went to fetch my wine I sat back and finished what was left in the cup. A hotel, eh? Unusual. You got the things, sure: there was a big one in Ostia, not that long built, and as a location Baiae made even more sense in a way, but something targeting the luxury end of the temporary accommodation market wasn’t all that common. Or a very safe bet, either. Boarding-houses and inns, right, there’ve always been boarding-houses and inns, especially in places that have a big shifting population or a regular through trade. Rome and Ostia are full of them, and so is every other city in the empire. Flats and houses for short-term let aren’t rare, either: there’re plenty of entrepreneurs around who’ll buy property they don’t intend to use themselves and offer it for rent by the month or even less. Really top-notch, purpose-built temporary accommodation though is another matter. The people it’s aimed at and who could afford the prices just don’t need it, on the whole, because when they travel, for business or pleasure, they make an arrangement with friends, or more usually friends of friends. Like we’d done: Mother’s society pal Lucia Domitilla and her husband were currently in Pergamum, and their Baian villa had been standing empty. You need a house, we’ve got a house; no problem, deal made. The next time it’s the other way round, and if the second party can’t help direct they probably know someone who can. On the other hand, given the choice between sweating it out in Rome for the summer and staying in rented rooms, in Baiae or anywhere else, Mother would’ve taken the heat every time. And the same would go for most of the other people of her class. Actually renting a room – or even a house – is something that anyone with any social pretensions just doesn’t do, unless for some reason they’re really desperate. Especially in Baiae, where the villa prices and the lifted noses keep the riffraff out.

Still, this Murena wasn’t totally out of his tree. The scheme would need serious investment, sure, and it might be risky as hell, but if it worked he’d be sitting on a gold-mine. Mother’s class wasn’t the only money around these days. There were a lot of very rich plain-mantles – and some even richer freedmen – in Rome who’d give their eye-teeth to be able to tell their friends they were off down to Baiae for the summer.

Zethus came back with a jug and filled the empty cup.

‘So how long has this Murena been here, then?’ I said. ‘If his grandfather laid down the original ponds the family must be almost local.’

‘Search me. Longer than I have, though, and I’ve been here eighteen years.’

‘He come back and forward from Rome, or is he here full-time?’

‘Oh, he’s a permanent fixture. Goes up to Rome on business now and again as far as I know, but that’s all. You don’t know him?’

‘Uh-uh. Not at all. He a bastard, like Trebbio said?’

Zethus grinned. ‘Close enough, by repute. Tight-fisted, mind of his own and a nasty temper if he’s crossed, so they say. All the same, I’ve never met him myself, and Trebbio has his own axe to grind.’ He raised a delicately shaved eyebrow. ‘You have a reason for asking?’

‘Uh-uh. Just curiosity.’

‘So ask about his wife, Corvinus.’ Alcis had been listening in. Now he half turned in our direction. A few of the other punters sniggered and one gave a soft wolf-whistle into his wine cup. ‘There’s a lady to be very curious about.’

‘That so, friend?’ I said easily. Alcis was one of the drawbacks to Zethus’s. The guy put my back up in spades.

‘Murena’s pushing seventy, his wife’s a little stunner half his age. Knows what she’s about, too.’ Alcis took a swallow of his wine and smacked his lips ‘I reckon you could be in there if you played your cards right, a rich young purple-striper like you.’

‘Cut it out, Alcis,’ Zethus murmured.

The guy smiled at him, showing far too many teeth. ‘Yeah, well, it’s a subject that wouldn’t interest you, isn’t it, Zethus?’ he said. ‘Not quite up your street, as it were.’ He turned back to me. ‘Mind you, you’d have to watch for that tame doctor of hers. Doctors can be nasty, and by all accounts this one’s definitely got his feet under the table.’

‘She’s ill?’

‘Oh, no.’ He chuckled. ‘She isn’t, although she might be sickening for something. The doctor’s for hubby. Practically full-time, they say. Back and forward to the villa like nobody’s business, although the old man looks healthy enough. Nice work if you can get it, eh?’

‘Yeah.’ Well, I’d had about enough of Toothy Alcis for one evening, and a cup of wine lost was a small price to pay for dispensing with the bugger’s company. I stood up, took a single swallow, set the cup down and pulled a reasonable amount of coins out of my belt-purse to cover things. ‘Okay, gentlemen, that’s about me for the night. Enjoy yourselves.’

‘You just remember who it was put you on to her,’ Alcis shouted at my back.

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘I’ll do that.’

I went down on to the beach. The villa we were staying at was about a mile away on the other side of town, and walking there directly, cutting up to the main road before the first of the townside villas then through the town itself, was the quickest route. Also the pleasantest. It was a beautiful evening for walking. The moon was up and shining over the sea, round and bright as a gold piece, and the water was lapping gently against the pebbles at the edge.

Only there was something else on the beach besides pebbles, something that hadn’t been there earlier. An irregularly shaped dark hump, about the size of a body. The hairs rose on my neck.

I went closer. Body was right: I could see the head and limbs clear now in the moonlight. It wasn’t moving, either. Oh, shit!

I’d got within five yards when the corpse suddenly turned over on its back and gave an almighty snore. Trebbio, flat out and pissed to the gills. I relaxed.

‘Uh … you okay, pal?’ I said.

No answer, just another snore and a belch. Out for chips. Well, lines or not, full moon or not, I couldn’t see Endymion here shifting himself this side of sunrise. I looked back at the wineshop, no more than a hundred yards away. Yeah, I could let Zethus know, which might be a good idea, but that would mean letting Alcis and the rest know as well, and with those buggers’ robust sense of humour that was not something I wanted to do, because six got you ten it’d only lead to trouble. It was a warm night, the guy seemed happy enough where he was, so far as drunk and incapable can be counted happy, and if he wanted to sleep on the beach and wake up in the morning with multiple pebble bruises added to his hangover then it was no business of mine.

Forget it, Corvinus. I left him to his dreams and set off home.

Mistake.
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Me, I’m an early riser by nature, at least when I haven’t been out on a binge. My wife Perilla’s different, and as for Mother dawn’s something she might just know about in theory but as far as first-hand experience goes you can forget it. Add to that that in pleasure-loving Baiae Rome’s holidaymaking crème de la crème snore in their socks until the crack of noon and you’ll understand that breakfast tends to happen pretty late.

We’d been here five days now and I’d settled into a routine: up just after first light, a walk to the harbour through the practically empty town – the villa was on the far edge, on the Puteoli side, but Baiae isn’t a big place – or along the beach, then back in time for the rolls and honey. Early morning’s the best time for walking in this part of the world. It’s cooler, for a start, and like I say there’s no one around barring the slaves clearing up after the parties of the night before and the local fishermen who keep the restaurants along the bay supplied with the huge amount of seafood they get through every evening. Plus the fact that later in the day the place – especially down by the prom, where Rome’s gilded beauties go to see and be seen – is heaving with cut-glass accents and primped exquisites of all sexes taking their pet sparrows for walkies. There’re plenty of secluded wineshops around to duck into, sure, and I’d tried a few the first couple of days, but they just set my teeth on edge: overpriced wine, pretentious decor and a conversational background that would’ve disgraced a self-respecting parrot. Zethus’s might have its faults – Alcis was one of them – but at least there you didn’t get powdered and perfumed darlings seriously discussing the chicest colour for litter curtains or sniggering over their previous night’s host’s oh-so-last-month choice of dinner menu. And that was just the males.

For anyone who was anyone, Baiae in July might be the place to be, sure, but I was tired of it already.

Perilla and Mother were out on the terrace and started when I arrived back. Perilla can really pack it away at breakfast-time, especially when she’s on holiday, and she was tucking into a plateful of cheese, eggs and olives. Mother had her usual gunk in front of her: currently, a bowl of goat’s milk curds flavoured with fruit juice and honey. Jupiter knows why she hasn’t poisoned herself years ago, but she looks fit enough. And for someone who must be pushing sixty a face and a body like that shouldn’t be allowed, so maybe she has something after all.

‘Good morning, Marcus,’ Perilla said. ‘Did you have a nice walk?’

‘Yeah. It was okay.’ I slid on to the couch next to her and planted a smacker on her cheek as she reached for another olive. ‘Stepfather not around yet?’

‘No, he isn’t,’ Mother said tartly. ‘He’s indisposed. Good morning, dear.’

I glanced at her. Uh-oh; with Mother you didn’t get that tone very often, but when you did it meant trouble.

Bathyllus shimmered over. We’d done a deal, Mother and me. If the two families were going on holiday together – and it wasn’t my idea, believe me – we’d trade off in the bought help department. Two sets of domestics in the same house was a recipe for disaster: the clash of interests and personalities would’ve put more blood on the walls inside of five minutes than you’d get in half a dozen of Euripides’s best, and nerves scraped to screaming rawness ain’t exactly conducive to a quiet time by the seaside. I got to bring our major-domo Bathyllus while she had her chef Phormio. Not that the arrangement was perfect, mind, because Phormio is to cooking what an asp in a basket of figs is to a lucky dip, but before we clinched the deal I’d got the bastard alone by the pickled onions and promised him there’d be hell to pay at the first wobbler. Disguising food to look like something it isn’t may be good Roman culinary practice, but lamb chops made of turnip I can do without.

‘Hot roll, sir?’ Bathyllus proffered a plate. Yeah, well; that was one thing. The little bald-head is an arch-snob, and the combination of buttling for Mother and being here in Baiae at the hub of the social universe had done wonders for his style. I took one and reached for the honey.

‘He isn’t well?’ I said. ‘Priscus, I mean?’

Mother sniffed. ‘He has a headache.’

I glanced at Perilla, but the lady was studiously cutting the rind off her cheese. There was something more than slightly screwy here. Mother’s husband Titus Helvius Priscus might be pushing seventy-five and look twice that on a good day, but he was a spry old bugger, and ill was something he didn’t get. Also, Mother fussed over him like a hen with a day-old chick, and the way she’d said ‘headache’ didn’t exactly ooze sympathy.

‘Self-induced,’ she added.

I nearly dropped the honey dish in pure shock. ‘What?’

‘Seemingly he came rolling in at one in the morning tripping over the furniture, Marcus,’ Perilla said, still busy with the cheese and not looking at me. ‘Naturally, Vipsania thought it was you—’

‘Oh, thanks a bunch!’

‘… until she realised Priscus’s side of the bed was empty. Then, of course, he came upstairs and there was no doubt.’

Bacchus on a seesaw! I didn’t believe this! ‘Priscus?’ I said. ‘You’re kidding!’

‘Marcus, dear, I do not’ – Mother sniffed again – ‘kid. Ever. You’re at the back of the house; you wouldn’t have heard him.’

‘But Priscus doesn’t even drink! At least, no more than a cup in an evening.’

‘Evidently he does now. And it took considerably more than a cup to get him into that state’.

‘Fried as a newt,’ Perilla murmured.

I glanced suspiciously at her ears. They were bright red, and she was keeping her head well down over the cheese. Yeah, well, I suppose it was funny, but all the same for Priscus to come home drunk was about as likely as a crayfish tap-dancing the length of the Baian seafront.

‘Did he say anything?’ I said.

‘Not at the time.’ Mother set down her spoon. ‘Or nothing very intelligible. Bar the singing. That was intelligible enough for me, or most of it was, unfortunately. After the fourth verse he climbed into bed fully clothed and went straight to sleep.’

‘Uh … what about this morning? When he woke up?’

‘We exchanged a few words.’ Ouch! ‘Then he said he had a headache and I came down to breakfast.’

‘Ah. Uh … fine. Fine.’ I picked up the roll and honeyed it in the sudden ensuing silence. ‘So you don’t know where—’

‘No, I don’t!’ Mother snapped. ‘The only thing I know is that he went into town after dinner, ostensibly to see an antiquarian friend of his whom I do not know. A man called Leonides. They were planning, I think, to discuss Siculan oil-lamps.’

‘Right.’ Yeah, that sounded more like Priscus: put the old bugger in the sin capital of the empire and spend the evening discussing Siculan oil-lamps is just what he’d do. Only evidently this time he hadn’t. No one gets fried as a newt discussing Siculan oil-lamps, not even in Baiae. ‘You’ve, uh … Priscus has been to Baiae before. This the first time it’s happened?’ That got me a wordless glare that would’ve fricasséed a squid. ‘Yeah. Yeah, okay. So maybe he wasn’t drunk. Maybe it was just … ah … over-excitement.’

‘About the Siculan oil-lamps,’ Perilla murmured.

I shot her a look.

‘Marcus, I’m not a fool,’ Mother said. ‘Of course he was drunk. I could smell the wine halfway across the room.’

‘So, uh, what are you going to do about it? I mean, the guy’s—’

‘I am not going to do anything. Personally, I don’t trust myself. You are going to talk to him. When he’s fully sober and compos mentis, that is.’

Oh, shit. The first part, fine, but where Priscus was concerned the second would take until the Greek kalends. ‘Look, Mother—’

‘This is your department, dear. You’re male and the wine-drinker in the family. You have experience of these things. You can tell Titus that I’ll accept any reasonable explanation so long as it is accompanied by a grovelling apology and an assurance that it will not happen again.’ She stood up. ‘Now. When he has recovered from his hangover sufficiently to behave in a civilised fashion, and when you’ve had your little talk, he’ll find me in the library. Possibly.’

She left.

I looked sideways at Perilla. She was still paring bits off her piece of cheese, even though the rind was long gone, and her ears hadn’t lightened any in colour.

‘You, uh, think we could make it as far as Puteoli and get a boat east before she misses us, lady?’ I said.

‘I wish I’d seen—’ She stopped and turned towards me, her shoulders shaking. Two seconds later, we were hugging each other and helpless.

‘It’s not funny,’ I gasped eventually.

‘No.’ Perilla hiccuped, reached for her napkin and dried her eyes. ‘No, it isn’t. Vipsania’s very upset. What do you think got into him?’

‘About three pints of wine, by the sound of things.’

She giggled. ‘Don’t start me off again! I’ve been trying not to laugh ever since she told me. But Priscus? Marcus, it doesn’t make sense.’

‘Yeah, right.’ I glanced up at the first-floor window where Mother and Priscus’s bedroom was. The shutters were still closed, but he’d had his long lie. Ah, well, no point in putting things off: I’d have to do it some time. And Priscus with a hangover headache couldn’t be all that much woolier than the old bugger was normally. Which reminded me. ‘Hey, Bathyllus!’ I yelled.

He soft-shoed over: Bathyllus has the major-domo’s trick of always being in call but never being obvious. Me, I think the process has something to do with Democritus’s theory of shifting atoms, but that’s only a theory.

‘That hangover cure you put together,’ I said. ‘Could you whip one up for me?’

‘Yes, sir. Of course, sir.’

Not a blink: we were still getting the perfect butler act. Still, I’d back the Bathyllus Bombshell against any hangover in existence. I’d never asked him what was in it – some things it’s better not to know, especially when you’re going to be drinking the stuff – but it worked like a charm.

What it tasted like, mind, was something else again.

I knocked on the door, waited for an answer that didn’t come, and opened it. With the shutters closed the room was in total darkness. Careful not to spill the Bombshell – what it’d do to the floor tiles was anyone’s guess – I went over to where the fine lines of sunlight showed and unlatched the bar. Light streamed in.

‘Hey, Priscus,’ I said to the lump on the bed. ‘Wakey wakey!’

‘Mmmaaa!’

Well, at least he was alive and bleating. ‘Come on, pal! Show a leg.’ I thought again. ‘Or maybe don’t show a leg. Just sit up, okay?’

For a wonder, he did. The old Egyptian embalmers might’ve appreciated the next bit, but it scared the willies off me.

‘Mmmaaa! That you, Marcus?’

‘Yeah.’ I shoved the Bombshell into his unprotesting hand. Get them to drink it while they’re suggestible and before their nose gets into gear. ‘Put that down you.’

He sank the full cupful without a murmur. I felt my scrotum contract in sympathy as I waited for the inevitable reaction.

It never came.

‘Quite good, my boy. Thank you.’

I stared at him. ‘You liked it?’ This wasn’t the way things were supposed to go.

‘Shouldn’t I have? It was very refreshing. Certainly tastier than Phormio’s usual breakfast drink. What was it?’

‘Uh … how’s your headache?’

‘Headache? What headache?’

‘Mother said you had a headache.’

He blinked back at me numbly. I’ve never quite been able to work old Priscus out. On the one hand, he’s got about the same mental grasp of what’s going on around him as a codfish has of fretwork, but on the other under normal circumstances he can twist my mother round his little finger. And Mother, for all her society ways, is a seriously sharp cookie.

‘Mmmaaa! Not so’s you’d notice, Marcus.’

‘Fine. Fine.’ Leave it. There was a stool by the wall. I pulled it up. ‘Okay. Business. You like to tell me what exactly happened yesterday evening?’

That got me another blink. ‘I … mmmaaa! … went to Leonides’s.’

‘Yeah, right. So I gather. Who’s Leonides?’

‘An old friend. We’ve corresponded for years. He … mmmaaa! … collects Siculan oil-lamps.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I shifted on my stool. Check; so far, so good, but we weren’t there yet. ‘How about Baian wine jars?’

‘I … mmmaaa! … don’t quite catch your meaning, my boy.’

I sighed. ‘Look, Priscus, no one gets smashed out of their skull discussing Siculan oil-lamps. Okay, so maybe it was the guy’s birthday and he invited you to split a jug or two. It happens. You’re not used to the stuff, it’d be natural for you to—’

‘Oh, but Leonides doesn’t drink! It brings on his trouble.’

‘Fine.’ Scratch that one, then, without further amplification. It seemed we were in for an uphill struggle here, and I’d need all my patience. ‘So let’s skip the oil-lamps. What happened then?’

‘He has a fascinating collection, Marcus. Quite unique. Do you realise that the number of early Siculan oil-lamps still extant is only in the region of … mmmaaa!—?’

‘Forget the fu—’ I caught myself. ‘Forget the oil-lamps, Priscus. I’m trying to save your guts here. So you left Leonides’s hundred per cent sober. What happened next?’

‘I … mmmaaa! … dropped in somewhere on the way home.’

Now we were getting to it. ‘Uh-huh. What kind of somewhere?’

‘A little place by the baths. Serving drinks and … other things. It sounded quite jolly in passing and I thought I’d stop for a quick cup of … mmmaaa! … warm milk and wormwood.’

‘Warm milk and, uh, wormwood.’

‘Yes. After all, my boy, I am on holiday. Only they didn’t seem to have that, so to be polite I had a cup of wine instead.’ He grinned at me like a louche tortoise. ‘I’ve never been inside one of these places before. It was quite … mmmaaa! … fascinating. Then I got into conversation with a very charming girl from Alexandria –’

Oh, shit.

‘– who, would you believe it, Marcus had never … mmmaaa! … been inside the library in her life! Mind you, she’d been lots of other places. Talking to her was quite … mmmaaa! … an eye-opener.’

Yeah, I’d bet it was. Jupiter in a handcart! ‘And, uh, she kept you drinking, right? After that first cup?’

‘Oh, I had to keep her company.’ There was the louche tortoise look again. ‘Fortunately I’d just been to our bankers. Wine is very expensive here, isn’t it? Then before I knew it it was … mmmaaa! … closing time and we all had to go home. She offered me a bed for the night but I thought Vipsania might worry, so I declined.’

I looked at him and he smiled blandly back. I had my suspicions of Priscus. No one could be that dumb and live. Yeah, well, it was none of my business, really. If the old bugger wanted to kick over the traces, so far as it was possible at his age, then fine. He’d been lucky, though: they’d just skinned him, not rolled him and dumped what was left in an alley. ‘Well, so long as you’re really sorry it happened,’ I said. ‘Mother’s—’

‘Oh, but I’m not, my boy!’ The smile became a beam. ‘What gave you that idea? I had … mmmaaa! … a marvellous evening! Very entertaining!’

‘Uh … Priscus …’

‘I really should get out more often. You must join me next time. You’d be amazed.’

‘Yeah, I probably would at that.’ Next time. Gods! What had we unleashed here? I hesitated, weighing possibilities. ‘Priscus, listen to me, pal. Perhaps where Mother’s concerned we should stick with the Leonides’s birthday idea, okay? And maybe play down the enjoyment factor? Plus I wouldn’t … ah … mention the other place at all.’

‘Or the girl? She really was quite … mmmaaa! …’

‘Especially the girl.’ I stood up. ‘You with me?’ It was always just as well to check on these things. Priscus’s chain of reasoning skipped a few links at the best of times.

‘Of course. If you think it’s best.’ He frowned. ‘Only—’

‘Trust me,’ I said. ‘This way you might escape with surface burns. Mention the cathouse and the girl and you’re cooked. Mother’s expecting you in the library for an explanation. Once there, you’re on your own. You want me to send Bathyllus up with some breakfast first?’

‘Mmmaaa! I think I could manage an egg this morning. Lightly boiled.’

Lightly boiled. Yeah, that’d make two of them.

I went downstairs.

That afternoon we took the carriage to Cumae. Priscus and Mother were pretty quiet, then and at dinner later, but whatever the old bugger had said he seemed to have smoothed the thing over. After dinner I went along the beach to Zethus’s. There was only one topic of conversation, but that was a show-stopper.

Licinius Murena had been murdered.
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