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“In your city—” The speaker paused slightly. “Rome,” she said, as if forcing her lips to form a distasteful word. From her very slight accent, she must be foreign. “In your Rome, is it normal for a dinner invitation to be brought by soldiers?”

“When it’s from Domitian!” snapped back the man in charge. His name was Taurinus, though he did not feel obliged to give it. He was a lean type, battle-hardened: lips slightly compressed, eyes slightly too fixed. Anyone familiar with soldiers who had experienced too much war might suspect he was liable to run wild.

Taurinus was wondering why calling it his Rome lumbered him with personal blame. Something wrong with Rome, was it? Hades, how would he know? He was a provincial-born legionary; he’d had fifteen years in the army, fighting for this city, yet had never been here before. Yesterday he marched in from the Danube among the Emperor’s supposedly triumphal troops; today they had him out delivering post. Banquet bids. Bit of a comedown. You never got anything like this when you were stuck in a fort on a remote frontier. Even with winter closing in and the beer running out, there were limits. Thank the gods, this morning he had a man who could map-read – and, amazingly, one of the wily bureaucrats had thought to give them a map.

“I am not sure…” havered the snooty woman on the doorstep.

“Lady, we have hundreds of these to deliver, I’ll have to ask you to look lively. If the senator is not around, any responsible person can take this in. Here you go, ‘noble Camillus, First Region, the Capena Gate.’ Sign there.”

He had a list. For heavens’ sake, this was imperial Rome. Of course he did.

“Sign?” The woman was astounded.

Their eyes met. The officer knew that any wife of a senator would be able to read and write. Even though, just his luck, on this particular doorstep he’d run up against one who sounded foreign. That was tricky; Hosidia Meline might appear polite and only mildly baffled, yet every stage of their interview felt dodgy. It was as if one of them, or even both, could not understand the rules.

All his confrontations today had been a struggle. He could only hope this woman was frowning because asking for a signature implied the respectable household of the noble Camillus could not be trusted to take in a letter and then actually give it to him. Which was true: the officer had been told to make bloody sure he got his list initialled every time.

“We don’t want any unfortunate losses, do we?” he explained, in what he meant as a helpful tone. According to the custom of her home country, the lady gave him the evil eye. Taurinus, who had been doing this all morning, spelled things out: “Suppose, madam, this evening at the function your husband was missing, so Our Master queried where he was—believe me, Domitian will be counting empty couches. If Our Master were to ask, ‘Oh, where is the noble Camillus?’ then I don’t want anyone claiming he never received his invite.”

“That would be unfortunate,” the wife agreed. Suddenly, she became more feisty. “You mean, if somebody made an excuse not to go? Refusing the Emperor? How shameful would that be! Believe me, my husband—” This time she gave an odd emphasis to the word “husband.” It was not clear why. With many homes to visit, the soldier had already run into marital tension of many kinds, including one bronze vase flying out from an upper window that had painfully grazed his forehead. “My husband,” said this woman, now sounding proud, “will be honoured to dine at the palace. Of course he will!” she then added, which somehow imposed a note of satire.

Impatient, the soldier gave his list a slight shake. The senator’s wife looked politely, but still did not take the document.

It was an unusual situation. She had been called to the door by a slave who was too nervous to accept anything from the military. Domestic staff were jumpy. Yesterday, the Emperor had returned from a season of frontier wars, bringing a rumbustious procession of legionaries. They were certainly campaign-fit, if not really as victorious as everyone pretended. They had “won” once because a frozen river suddenly thawed, which stopped a rebel army reaching them; they ended their other war by paying off the enemy. Neat trick, if you can find the moolah.

Now they were here. A city full of soldiers acquires a different, more dangerous atmosphere. Large numbers of men spending their cash bonuses on drink can be vile. Doormen wanted to barricade the houses they guarded. Soldiers who brought letters from their dark commander were cause for deep suspicion and, frankly, fear.

Here, after an irritating delay with the porter, the lady of the house had appeared in person, surrounded by elderly maids. They were all in dark colours, swathing their heads formally as they came into conjunction with men, all jingling with eastern-looking bracelets, all twittering behind their hands. In Greek. Taurinus knew Greek, it was part of basic training. He could tell when his physique was being discussed; he reckoned the senator’s wife realised he understood what her women were jabbering. She silenced them with a sharp exclamation, before he had to.

The lady was on the young end of the spectrum, elegant and well presented in her silk drapes, yet neither pretty enough nor lively enough to interest a soldier. She had a hooked nose above a small chin, a highly superior attitude, and no sense of fun. He had met worse today however, so he faced out her disdain. Calling a woman of this class from her household tasks was an imposition; he would be lucky if the worst she said was “Remember who pays your wages.” A senator’s wife, even one that the senator had picked up abroad and married to oblige her father, did not expect to conduct interviews with roughnecks in red tunics on her doorstep. Nor was it her domestic role to oblige officers who had found themselves acting as postmen, even if what they were delivering had come from the Emperor.

She had definitely decided not to sign for it. For one thing, she had spotted a key reason to say no. Her father, lately dead, had been Minas of Karystos, a master of jurisprudence. Minas, whose grasp of law was monumental even when he was tipsy—best of all when he was rolling drunk, her husband joked—her loud, florid father, deemed by many to be ghastly, had somehow found the time between riotous symposiums to make his youngest child a stickler. She signed nothing without reading it.

The officer pushed the letter into her hand. Hosidia Meline, wife to the noble Camillus Aelianus, inspected the address label. She stared at the receipt list that she was supposed to initial. Then she drew herself up so her fine bangles rattled.

“I cannot accept this!” She spoke as if she had been sucking grapeskins until the inside of her mouth dried up: “I see you have my husband’s name on your list, but that is immaterial. This letter is addressed to someone else.”

Then, sneering as if she had been passed a counterfeit coin by a money-lender but had spotted it coming, Hosidia Meline tossed the dinner invitation back.
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“Oh shit!” said the soldier. This was and always will be the official military response to panic.

He managed to catch the invitation; he scrabbled at his scroll of names, could not find the right line, did find it, compared, saw what the woman meant, then said it again. “Shit!”

“My husband,” Hosidia Meline stated, making her sneer a touch more gentle, “is the noble Aulus Camillus Aelianus.”

The letter was addressed to the noble Quintus Camillus Justinus.

“Mistakes can be made.” She was feeling sorry for the messenger now.

“On behalf of the Palace, domina, I must apologise.…” Taurinus would need to send one of the lads running back to the bureaucrats—at least the Palatine was close, but delays in the labyrinthine imperial quarters were the last thing he needed.

The wrong senator’s wife had made her point. She came from an ancient civilisation that had set fine standards of behaviour for the world, so she would help him out. She nodded to one of her women. The maid, bent with arthritis, began turning inside the house but Hosidia Meline clapped her hands. “No, no. Be quick! Don’t bother with the corridor, come out and knock on their door here. We must not keep these poor men waiting; they have a lot to do.”

As the maid scurried outside into the street and hobbled up the steps of an adjoining property, the soldier leaned back to survey where he was. A large building took up a whole block at the end of a stubby side road; it had been built as one dwelling originally, probably with land behind and a back entrance for deliveries. At some point the grand piece of real estate had been divided up. Now it was two adjoining homes, each with its own front entrance. You could see where the old central porch had been bricked up, a botched job with poor rendering.

The whole place looked rundown nowadays. This side had received desultory attention, but the other part was very neglected. Paint faded and peeled in the hot Roman sun. Urns lost their plants to drought. Senators were millionaires; they had to be in order to qualify. Many had trillions; those tycoons swanked around, spending freely to demonstrate their social worth. But a few, new men, who barely made the cut, tended to have all their collateral invested in Italian land and consequently a poor cash flow.

The officer noticed a bunch of dark little heads craning out of an upstairs window then heard a young boy shout satirically, “Mama, mama, time for the jewels!”

The other front doors jerked open partway, as if a nosy porter had been peeking out. Hosidia’s maid hauled herself inside. The tall double doors snapped shut, almost catching her stole between them. There was audible scuffling. A pause. Squeals. The doors reopened fully, though one side was sticky on its hinges.

What must be the aforementioned jewels now swanned outside. Lopsidedly hung upon their tall owner, they dominated the scene with flash and sparkle. Their wearer was fastening an awkward clasp on her enormous statement necklace, while stooping low so a little girl who liked helping mama could attach a matching earring to its customary dock on her lobe. These were huge pieces of kit. Weighty green gemstones glittered forbiddingly.

Announced by her treasure as a person of consequence, this new woman left her chaperoning staff in the doorway while she sailed forwards among a slew of interested, intelligent children. Two of her boys had found the time to throw on red tunics and grab their little wooden toy swords—as had her daughter. This girlie, only about four years old, seemed even more excited than her brothers to be meeting real soldiers. All three ran straight up to take a close look.

The soldiers shrank together. They only knew civilians as foreign scum, tribal trolls that they were allowed to plunder, curse and rape. Bold, rich Roman tots were new. They were worried.

“Leave them alone,” said the mother vaguely. She had a big nose and a distracted manner. “You don’t know where they’ve been.” Although this was presumably addressed to the children, it could just as easily be a warning to the soldiery about her offspring.

“Germany, Pannonia and Dacia!” replied her eldest boy calmly. This factual lad, who took an interest in current affairs, was about thirteen; too old to dress up and play with toy swords, he wore a white tunic with thin purple braid, over which a big gold bulla hung on a thong around his neck, supposedly to protect him from evil. In fact, he had the air of a lad who would punch evil squarely on the nose. Clearly accustomed to reassuring his mother, he announced, “Don’t worry, the men are not armed. Inside the sacred city boundary they are not allowed to be.”

A couple of the soldiers quickly altered the hang of their cloaks to hide weapons they were not supposed to have. Others merely played with their neckerchiefs self-consciously.

The two senators’ wives plunged into each other’s arms to formally kiss cheeks, even though the second one was still adding bracelets from her expensive set of gems. Next, even more costumed in bling, she turned to the officer. At that point, the Greek lady pushed in to explain coldly, “Claudia darling, this man has brought Quintus an invitation; he is summoned to dine with the Emperor. Give her the letter, centurion!” He was not a centurion. His centurion was lolling in a flea-ridden bar, much too important to take messages.

Immediately fearing the implications, Claudia felt her mouth go dry. “Oh! Meline dearest, why Quintus? Quintus and not Aulus?” Aulus was older, so slightly more senior.

Meline dearest made a high-shouldered don’t ask me, darling! gesture; under her show of good manners she was clearly put out on behalf of her noble partner.

“Give it to me!” commanded Claudia. Despite her woolly manner, she now demonstrated how she habitually took it upon herself to sort problems. She sighed slightly, as if life was one long swathe of incidents that other people messed up, due to their hysterical incompetence. She alone took charge. Nobody else ever would.

Quicker-witted than anyone assumed, the unhappy Taurinus had already begun searching his documents again. Claudia whipped the invitation from his hand as if he were a naughty child, then confiscated his list too. Behind him, troops shifted anxiously; the rackety old lags were disturbed to see their empty-handed officer being bullied—which was supposed to be his role.

“Oh for heavens’ sake!” Claudia reacted irritably, muttering it to herself as she read. “This list is alphabetical by forenames: secretaries are idiots.”

Agreeing, the officer managed to recapture the list, which allowed him to make his own search of many praenomina As and Qs. Rome had only twelve commonly used first names so bunching the entire Senate that way was decidedly unhelpful.

By now Taurinus, poor dog, was feeling desperate. Sure enough: among quite a few—Camilli, a second was listed, also at the Capena Gate. “A Camillus Aelianus, Decimifilius plus Q Camillus Justinus, also Decimifilius.” Aulus and Quintus, the two sons of Decimus. Both members of the Senate, they both bloody would be. Both with tricky foreign wives and an almost identical home address. How was a soldier supposed to cope? He muttered to his man with the despatch satchel, who began burrowing inside. “So, then, don’t mind me checking—I’ve got two noble Camilli hereabouts?” he said gamely, to fill in time.

“Brothers!” chorused their two noble wives and some of the noble children. The three nippers with wooden swords were too busy posing confidently with the soldiers as if part of their detachment, while the nervous soldiers stared ahead and pretended not to notice.

“They are not here?”

“Bunked off, ‘to the courthouse,’” Claudia said frankly. “—or, since we had a triumph yesterday, to avoid being nagged about morning-after hangovers.”

A second letter was extracted.

“Shit!” said the officer again, glad to have the answer, yet needing to relieve his annoyance at this pickle. A couple of the children took up the word, noting the kind of occasion when you could officially use it. With sidelong glances towards their mother, they began trying it out together in undertones, testing it on the tongue like an exotic new fruit.

The two letters were handed over. Meline and Claudia made sure they had been allocated correctly. Finding they were not, they both sighed dramatically then swapped them.

The officer’s clerk proffered an inkwell and reed pen. Meline inspected the pen for sharpness, heaved another sigh then signed the receipt list. Neatly, but in Greek. When the clerk looked troubled, she gave him her Medusa glare then smoothly added her name again in Latin letters.

Claudia’s eldest boy interrupted. “I’d better have it next. I should do this, Mama.” His mother shrugged hopelessly; she was learning on a daily basis that her role was to be shoved aside by the assertive sprites her children were turning into. The young boy subjected the officer to a frank gaze, but spoke politely. “I am Gaius Camillus Rufius Constantinus, eldest son of Quintus Camillus Justinus, grandson of Decimus Camillus Verus. I shall accept the letter for my father.” He looked at the close columns. “I shall have to use abbreviations in order to fit my whole name in.”

“You do that, son!” said Taurinus.

Just scratch something on the bloody list so my lads and me can get on.…

“What legion are you from, sir, if I may ask you?”

“Seventh Claudians. Viminacium—Moesia.”

“Are they any good?”

The officer managed to stay nice. “The best!”

“That’s very interesting. My papa served with the First Adiutrix at Moguntiacum in Germany. Don’t worry, I know what you think of them—he is the first to admit they were a shower of ex-sailors, crudely thrown together to beef up the legions. But he speaks of them fondly.”

“Oh, does he?” Taurinus remained deadpan, though with an effort.

“Will you tell us about this invitation?” instructed Claudia Rufina, reclaiming her position as the woman who took charge. “We had the banquet last night of course, sharing it with the whole city at the end of the Emperor’s Triumph.” That was the traditional street party held on such occasions. “What is this extra meal about? What does Domitian want to say to the Senate? Is he up to something?” she cajoled. As the wife of a man who depended on her for money, and as the mother of many self-willed infants, she knew how to squeeze; people faced with Claudia Rufina found they would weakly cooperate.

The officer’s orders had been specific: no collusion. He tapped his nose, in a more-than-my-post’s-worth gesture. All he would say was: “It is a banquet for the fallen.”

“Oh!” exclaimed Meline, much too brightly. “Claudia darling, Domitian wants to talk about death!”

“Oh shit!” whispered one of the little boys. He was about eight, but had correctly interpreted this as a situation when he was allowed to say it.




3

Claudia Rufina had lived in Rome for a few more years than her sister-in-law. Hosidia Meline sometimes uttered words of sombre prophesy, relishing doom like a tragic chorus in a drama festival. Meline might dare to assess the Emperor’s secret motives, then even to show how much she despised the political regime she was now obliged to live in. Because Claudia was an anxious wife and mother, for her it had become second nature to pretend everything was all right—even though in Domitian’s Rome, that no longer applied. “I am sure it will be a lovely occasion!” Even to herself, she thought, You’re wittering! It won’t be.…

Taurinus grunted. He recognised her meaning. He had served under many sarcastic centurions.

He gave a signal to the men.

“Be very careful how you step on the pavements at the corner, when you pass under the aqueducts,” Claudia advised the soldiers with genuine kindness, as they completed their errand, strapped up their satchels, prepared to depart. “There are so many puddles from the water leaks, it is easy to slip over.”

“And watch out for the beggars!” snorted Meline. She spoke with less concern for the soldiers’ welfare, more local outrage. “The prisoners who built the Amphitheatre have been turned loose on us. My husband keeps writing to the authorities about the problem, but of course no one ever listens.”

Not bothering to be grateful for their advice, the officer turned away, intent on the next delivery. He led away his men, tailed by their downtrodden clerk. Their guide fixed his eyes on the street map, looking up their next address. The soldiers were marching more stiffly than usual, as they tried to ignore the fact that three children, one a very small girl, had fallen in behind and were marching with them. Fortunately, the eldest boy whistled to bring his siblings back home.



At the far end of the short road, two men in their forties turned a corner. They stopped and stood watching. Both were casually dressed in belted white tunics, which gave nothing away about their status; however, the belts were expensive—soldiers notice—while both men were easy in their skins in a way that actually said it all. One gave the passing officer a quiet salute, so he had military experience. In return, the troops snapped to attention as they went by. Neither party spoke to the other.

The two men strolled unhurriedly up to the Camillus property, where their waiting wives silently handed them their invitations. Each addressee looked down at his document. Each pulled a face.

“Domitian wants to have dinner with you.” Hosidia Meline made it a simple statement, watching for her husband’s reaction; he gave none. That was husbands the world over.

“He is inviting the whole Senate,” added Claudia Rufina, sounding more anxious.

The brothers looked up and glanced at one another briefly. Still neither commented.

Aelianus reviewed the street behind them, where a few neighbours had— coincidentally, no doubt—found reasons to come outside so they could stare. Justinus did not even bother to look, sticking his imperial request under his arm like some routine note from his estate manager. Each family went inside its own home, the children jumping about their father excitedly.



Moving ahead of his brood with practised ease, Justinus strode immediately to his study on his own, then he closed the door after him very firmly.

It had been his father’s room first. Now there were plenty of scrolls and note tablets that Quintus used in his work as a lawyer, although other containers and shelves still held material that had belonged to his father, Decimus. Perhaps he would sort through them one day. Dusty busts of poets gazed down from the tops of cupboards. Some were unidentifiable, so they might be corrupt politicians, though they all had noble brows and sturdy noses. Sculptors know what is required. So many of the unscrupulous are blessed with handsome features, Decimus would say; it helps them get away with it.

A bust of the Emperor Vespasian, unashamedly wrinkled and characteristically smiling, lurked lower down; his large bald head was sometimes sponged free of spider’s webs because he had been the old senator’s friend. Vespasian fathered Domitian, though nobody held him responsible for Domitian’s way of ruling. Tyranny is something you choose for yourself, Decimus said.

He had once ventured to say it to Vespasian, when he and the genial old Emperor were having a spat about the way the Camillus boys’ careers had been blocked for political reasons. Vespasian had allowed him to speak out, though their careers remained stalled.

Closing the heavy door immediately cut off this room from the rest of the substantial home, though it failed to mask all evidence of domestic life. An occupant would still hear low conversations among slaves who were using inane discussion as an excuse not to do anything. No door ever blotted out the trundling racket of Claudius, aged two and a half, endlessly pushing his small horse-on-wheels round and around the colonnades of a nearby interior garden. From time to time he sat down abruptly on his sagging loincloth and fell worryingly silent. Then, with an unexpected squeal of delight he would suddenly resume rattling his toy along the uneven mosaic, earning himself the muttered nickname of “right little Claudius.”

This pattern of everyday life formed a sensory background that was as familiar as the fading frescos on the walls. From the clank of the man filling buckets at the tap from the aqueduct, through the maid singing to herself as she beat bedcovers before slinging them over the upstairs balcony rail to air, to the scents of new bakery bread and the first stirrings of oil sizzling in pannikins for lunchtime snacks, this was home. Its routines were not consciously noticed; they seemed unremarkable, yet if those sounds and smells ever stopped for some reason, the shock would jar. A possible reason had just been delivered today.

Quintus dropped into the chair his father had used when he dived in here to escape family stress. It was a straight-backed armchair, easy to read in, that looked as if it had been borrowed from a schoolteacher. Perhaps it was left behind by the decaying specimen who used to be employed here, a wheezy grammarian the family now thought of recalling for their next generation of sons; he still needed to work and had always been cheap.

Quintus leaned forward, elbows on his knees, head bent, and buried his face in his hands with a groan. Anyone who knew them both would have said he resembled his father more than usual at that moment. Though taller and more lithe, he had the same sprouting hair and now the same air of rueful domestic dread. He straightened up again just in time. Instinct warned him: His elder son had sneaked into the room.

Gaius closed the door behind him with the same firm click Quintus had used, the “keep out; I’m working until dinner” gesture that Decimus had employed to maintain the myth he was master in his own house—or at least within this sanctum. The boy was probably unaware of what he did. Heredity is wonderful.

Gaius was tall, like both his parents; tall for his age. At thirteen this meant he was still wearing tunics with a narrow purple stripe, although next year he would formally exchange them for plain white, plus the toga of manhood. By Roman tradition, he would then have to suffer with a rhetoric teacher, which was why Quintus was vaguely wondering who to hire. It would be a significant moment. Quintus liked to explain with cheery guffaws that if a boy who reached manhood committed an offence, he would be deemed to have full criminal intent, whereas now, anyone who came complaining about him would have to prove Gaius had known what he was doing. No more riding away on a neighbour’s donkey if it was foolishly left tethered in the street, then saying you had just thought it looked lonely.

As his mother, Claudia, often noticed grimly, Gaius would soon be even more good-looking than his father; once he gained his confidence, he would have the same attractiveness and charm. So far he had no idea about women. He scarpered if one looked at him. Claudia knew that would not last. The easy-going charisma that had made her fall in love all those years ago was likely to be repeated. Weeping girls would beg her to intercede for them.…

“Hello son. Come to see me? Pull up a seat.”

Gaius did so, unearthing a stool from piles of untidy documents, which he carefully lifted and placed on a side table, trying to keep them just as they were. He knew Quintus would remember all that was in this apparently haphazard mound; while he was working, he would be able to go straight to anything he wanted.

Moving the stuff gave the boy an opportunity to look around until he spotted where his papa had tossed Domitian’s invitation, still unopened.

“Don’t look so worried.” That was how Quintus often began conversations with his children. And with his wife. Claudia had originally felt patronised, but she learned to live with it. Everyone eventually fell in with the strong, relaxed, comforting Quintus Camillus Justinus. He could calm anyone—even Claudia who, because she owned the money, sometimes tried to be her own woman.

Gaius nodded at the invitation. “Aren’t you going to open it?”

They had recently shared tentative political exchanges. The boy was bright, curious about the society he would soon be entering formally. He listened in on adult conversations, picking up that people around him thought that Rome was beset with problems. Quintus never disguised the truth. Even so, despite his liberal way of running his household, he had to be careful how much he said. An incautious statement could be passed on by slaves—that was obvious—but according to rumour, in today’s Rome parents were even being betrayed by their own children.

As a practising lawyer, Quintus was close to the tense environment where political informers did their worst. Domitian listened to them. Being paranoid, the Emperor positively wanted to hear about bad behaviour. True or not, shocking tales of things that he reckoned he ought to stamp out found a ready audience. In Domitian’s eyes, crimes, plots, adultery, having worked for his father, or simply holding intellectual opinions all justified his paranoia. Then people told him what he wanted to believe. He guzzled it down and rewarded them. The whispers did not have to be true.

Reaching for the palace’s sealed note, Quintus shrugged to imply he saw it as unimportant. Then to satisfy the boy, he broke it open, read it, tossed the thing back on the side table. He flipped it with a casual air to show he had been right. It nestled between a peg calendar and a pottery oil lamp that was never used because it was cracked.

After a moment Gaius reached for it to read for himself. Quintus watched, then murmured, “Just a request to attend a banquet, as Mother said. I suppose the soldiers must have told her who is going.”

“The whole Senate?”

“Not specified.”

Gaius was anxious. “The Emperor hates the Senate, you say that all the time.”

Quintus moved restlessly in his wicker armchair. After he stretched, massaging his neck, he tried out his well-known winning grin, but his son, who knew it of old, simply scowled. “I suppose,” Quintus confided, “I had better assign that statement to ‘questionable evidence’ and cross-examine myself brutally: ‘Isn’t the truth, Camillus Justinus, that you know full well the Emperor never consults the Senate, preferring to rely upon his own stunningly wise judgement?…’ The thing is, Gaius, Domitian may wish he wasn’t stuck with the Senate’s existence, yet he will not openly reveal his dislike. That is because rulers such as him—”

“Tyrannical bastards?” Gaius suggested innocently, with a smile of his own. He was learning.

“Single-minded, self-assured, self-serving … devious, uncontrollable tyrannical bastards—but I never said that, Gaius—these rulers are a particular type. We have had them before. For some odd reason, they always claim to be extremely traditional. Rome has been run by a Senate since the founding of the city. How many years?”

“Eight hundred and forty-two,” whipped back the boy, as if answering his schoolmaster.

“Good stuff! Emperors may be new in that context—we’ve had emperors for less than a hundred years—but none has yet dismantled the Senate. That’s mainly because, even though emperors control so much, they first acquire their power through the Senate voting to give it to them. This locks the Emperor into a relationship. Cull the Senate, and you undermine your own position. Besides, emperors whose actions are unpopular rely very heavily on saying they are following the rules. Blame the rules, not the man who finds himself stuck with them. Eight hundred years is a solid system. Domitian will not want to be seen to abolish it.”

“So he just lets you sit in the Curia on session days and make a few laws?”

“Exactly.”

“Unimportant ones?

“Law,” proclaimed the noble Camillus Justinus, since he made his living by it, “is always important.”

“Right! But the Emperor never has to be so friendly with the Senate that he feels obliged to ask you all to dinner?”

Once again the father attempted to put forward a line that would sound safe if an informer got hold of their discussion: “No, he has no obligation, so it is very gracious of him. Our Emperor is known for giving civilised banquets, with fine food and delightful entertainment.”

Gaius sniffed. “You don’t believe that. I heard you say he winds things up too early. He doesn’t enjoy the eats and drinks, he upsets guests by saying rude things about them, he chucks bread and flicks sauce at them because nobody dares object.”

“I should have known,” Quintus remarked to the ceiling in a man-to-man fashion, “not to say that with children listening! No imitations, Gaius. You haven’t been given tribunician powers by the Senate, so don’t you try sauce-flicking at home.”

“Our mother would never allow it.”

“No, and I suppose if Domitian had not lost his mother when he was young, maybe he would have been brought up as nicely as you lucky bunch.”

During their last remarks, the study door had opened. Someone was leaning against the architrave, listening in. Fortunately it was not an informer.

Quintus, when he noticed, gave no hint of anxiety, merely cocking up one eyebrow to enquire why the visitor had come.

“So,” drawled his brother Aulus laconically. “This dinner tonight. Are we going then?”
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“What do you think?” Quintus consulted his brother. “Are we?”

“No option.”

“It’s only a dinner.”

“It’s dinner with him.”

“As you said then—no choice!”

“Freedom of choice is for barbarians. Their luxury. We live in a regulated society, sadly for us.” Now Aulus spent a few moments posing like an orator, one arm extended; Quintus leaned back in his chair, listening. The elder brother, chunkier and very slightly shorter, spoke more satirically than usual: “We get up, wash our faces, spend the day trudging those antiquated plough tracks that were dug out for us by our sturdy, porridge-eating forefathers. Honouring the national gods, obeying our wives, being very polite to our banker, rudely ignoring our doctor—then jumping whenever our Emperor commands. Mindless automata. Mere mechanical toys.”

“He doesn’t command us to dinner. It is neutrally phrased. Titus Flavius Domitianus Augustus Germanicus, conqueror of the Chatti and Dacians, in the ninth year of his tribunitian power, fourteen times consul, imperator, pontifex maximus, princeps and Father of the Country, invites your attendance at a banquet on the Palatine.”

“Nine bloody years, eh? Feels like a lifetime. Nice to tell us who he is. Modest … You did read it, then?” scoffed Aulus.

“But of course. Had to check what it was. I was hoping some defendant was offering to bribe me on a case. Yes. I read it—and you are right, perspicacious brother: The wording is cordial, though there is no helpful indication of who to reply to, in the event of our unavailability.”

“Unfortunate illness.”

“Death of favourite horse.”

“Allergic to aspic.”

“Don’t want to get accidental shellfish poisoning from lukewarm nibbles.”

“Don’t want deliberate poisoning.…”

Both senators beamed at the boy. Aren’t we clever? Don’t you love our merry banter?

“Is he planning to do something?” asked Gaius, entirely serious. “Something terrible?”

His father and uncle stopped beaming. Each seemed to be waiting for the other to come up with a neat answer.

“If he is, we shall have to be patient and see,” said Quintus.

Any father of six children will have learned to answer questions vaguely.

After a pause, during which Gaius was clearly brooding, the worried boy commented, “Six hundred senators. That would require huge vats of poison. I believe that strong, very fast-acting poisons have been developed at the palace in the past, but it would be a logistical nightmare.”

His father qualified the numbers: “It is generally accepted that only about a third of Senate members are active. Discount all the ones who hold official posts so are legitimately in foreign lands—legionary legates and tribunes, provincial governors and their young finance officers—forget the ones in exile for criminal activity, and those who are simply too ga-ga to be let off their country estates.… Two hundred actual guests, call it.”

“Swords,” said Aulus, king of the terse rejoinder.

Gaius thought it through. “Swords? So, two hundred men, Praetorians it ought to be, move in quietly behind the dining couches while everyone is reclining and off-guard. Then at a signal, the troops all bring out their weapons, step close and in a synchronised movement they cut throats.… Messy! There would be vats of blood, blood sploshing all over the place.”

“Two hundred slaves with sponges would clean up,” answered Quintus, sighing slightly. “It’s the Palace. They have maintenance teams. Besides, if it did happen, and if they couldn’t get the stains out, the palace surveyor would just lay a new, more fashionable floor right on top. Nice opportunity to buy in something fancier. Domitian loves remodelling projects. His planning is so deliberate, he’s probably chosen tonight’s dining hall specifically because it’s the one he is hankering to change; thinks it is due for a refit, never liked that décor anyway because his brother Titus chose it.”

“Let them bleed!” continued Aulus, with rather too much relish. “Cover the tired old black-and-white geometrics with gore, then install gorgeous polychrome micromosaic, dressed up with twinkly gold bits.”

“You two are just larking about!” Gaius reproved them grumpily. The brothers did not dispute it, though they fell silent as if tired by their own joking. “I am supposed to look up to you—a pair of idiots!” the boy complained. As one, Aulus and Quintus slowly nodded.

Gaius relaxed a little, aware that other boys thought he was lucky to be growing up in this environment. Increasingly these days, he was allowed to share in the humour.

Nevertheless, his father and uncle could be serious; he understood that and when they were, he did admire them. They were well-read, clever men who worked hard, cared about the law and gave good advice to clients, some of whom were grateful to obtain their services. One or two, Quintus had told him, even followed the advice.

“So,” he challenged the brothers. “I have another question for you. Uncle Marcus would say, in his cheery manner, if you are going out to dinner in Rome, you should write your wills before you go. Have you done it?”

Aulus and Quintus both guffawed. “No, of course not; we are lawyers!” chortled Aulus.

“It doesn’t apply? You tell other people to do it, but you never get around to it?”

“Exactly. Ever seen a doctor who never drinks and goes for healthy walks?”

“A banker who puts all his money in time-honoured, risk-free investments?”

“Or a slave at a public latrine who leaves the seat as he would wish to find it?” Gaius himself got in a rude one before they started lowering the tone. That stopped them.

His father went particularly quiet. That was because one evening a few weeks before, Quintus had been attacked on his way home from dinner with his niece. He was seriously beaten up, so badly hurt that Aulus (who had sewn up the worst gashes) afterwards made loud demands for a Senate edict against gangster behaviour.

Aulus, who rarely spoke in the Curia, was now regretting that; he hoped Domitian had been so busy arranging his return to Rome that he had not read the Daily Gazette, with its notes on the Senate’s business. Aulus preferred not to draw attention to himself from the dark throne room.

Quintus found himself under intense scrutiny from Gaius. “Don’t worry. There is a will. I was teasing. You will get your inheritance—bearing in mind that I must provide well for Mother, I shall have to supply a dowry for Aelia, and after that there are five more of you who must share.”

Now that he had dared to raise the question, Gaius thought he might as well press on. “I am glad to hear it is done, but I would like to know, please, whom you have named as our guardian?”

Aulus was the more shocked: “Back off, young man! Your patriarch isn’t fifty yet; don’t be too hasty killing him off. He is only going out for a Chicken Vardana and some flute music.”

“If anything ever happens to me,” Quintus broke in, somewhat stiffly, “your mother will look after all of you.”

“You cannot name a woman,” Gaius reminded him. “She does not have legal capacity.”

“Quite right. Uncle Aulus would be your formal guardian.” Aulus gave his brother a quick glance, as if this came as news to him. Having no children himself, the prospect of acquiring six all at once made him blanch. Besides, living next door, he knew what a handful these were.

Gaius retorted, “That won’t be much use. You’re both dining with the Emperor; what if something bad happens to both of you? Who is the deputy after Uncle Aulus?”

“Uncle Marcus,” confirmed Quintus weakly.

Gaius cheered up. The substitute guardian was Didius Falco, their aunt’s husband, a man who had mentored both Camilli in their time, and the very person who always said make your will before you go out into Rome’s dangerous streets. It was safe to assume Falco would never be asked to a banquet at the Palace. He was an informer, a despised low calling, and an auctioneer, which earned him a lot of money so it was viewed as an even worse profession because money was dirty—unless it happened to be your own. He had been an imperial agent too, though acting for Domitian’s father, which made Domitian suspicious of him.

Falco kept his head down, so if he managed to survive, he might be a gruff but amiable guardian. Jovial Uncle Marcus. He would expect them to work in his auction house, probably for nothing, and if Quintus did manage to leave them an inheritance, it might mysteriously vanish—but they would grow up sane, healthy, competent members of society who could hold their drink or dodge a fight, a new generation who revered women, despised corruption and loathed meanness of spirit. The best thing about him was that he had married Helena Justina, the strong-minded sister of Aulus and Quintus. Falco had known what he was doing. With Aunt Helena taking ultimate charge, Gaius reckoned everything would be all right.

“So you are definitely going?” he asked. “Don’t eat the mushrooms, then!”

This was a time-honoured joke about the Emperor Claudius, who supposedly died at the palace from poison in his dinner. There tended to be fewer jokes about emperors who might themselves poison other people. It could be you next.
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Back in the Aelianus house, the master confirmed to the mistress that he would be out for the evening as the Emperor asked, so he would not require dinner at home.

These two were a curious pair, recently living together again after some years apart. There had been no ceremony, no announcement. Aulus being Aulus, he had barely mentioned their decision to anyone—assuming they did take a deliberate decision, rather than simply drifting back into the same house.

The first time they married had been twelve years before in Athens, a union contrived by her father, Minas, he who so famously loved wine. He had achieved his object by giving Aulus quantities of drink; after months of this process, Minas reduced his hapless, homesick, headaching student to a limp blob, incapable of argument. Being lawyers, they should both have said Aulus lacked capacity to enter into a contract; neither did.

Typical lawyers, his brother-in-law would have said. Falco would have got him out of it, but they were in different countries at the time. Even Falco was not that clever. So Aulus was on his own.

Too late, though recollection was blurred, Aulus supposed Minas must have wooed him with promises, or at least a general suggestion that this was a good idea. For sure, Minas had wheedled out of him an admission that he was nervous about a young female relative who seemed rather too keen on him. The logic of Minas was: Marry someone else then! Aulus blearily thought he had added: You would be well advised to do it quick. “Well advised” was a legal term that Minas always said meant you could charge twice the fee for saying it. Or pay double the bride-price if he made you get married.

Perhaps Minas had offered as a lure that Meline was a shy, well-brought-up Greek homegirl, traditionally confined to the women’s quarters, who would be no trouble. If so, he overlooked how generations of Greek women had decided that if they were to be penned up at home while their men went out to party with scantily clad flute girls, then the home was their domain so they would rule it. To be fair, Aulus thought this was reasonable. (His mother was an influential woman, who had given him this attitude Partly because of this, Meline had taken to her new mother-in-law. Towards Aulus, she then almost had the submissiveness he had been promised in a well brought up Greek woman. Almost.

Aulus and Meline had not known each other well; they had not even spoken much because she was such a sheltered young girl who only mingled with her father’s students when Minas had some scheme in hand. At first sight it seemed surprising that her own mother, left back on Karystos, had ever allowed her to come to Athens, though behind a vague mention of keeping house for her father, the intention was perfectly obvious: Minas was to marry her off. Linking his island-born daughter to the son of a Roman senator was beyond the dreams of Minas, even in his wildest post-symposium delirium. But then Aulus had turned up, literally fresh off the boat, innocently seeking to be taught law in the home of democracy—well, that was his fad that year; there had been others. Once he dropped into the clutches of Minas, his tutor saw himself as a made man. Aulus was doomed.

Nobody pretended theirs was a love match. It was never a disaster, simply awkward. The couple rubbed along until, soon after they arrived in Rome as newlyweds, towing the ambitious, unshakeable Minas, Minas discovered that the Camillus family barely registered on the social scale. Though senatorial (for one generation), they had little money and no influence. He would never make it to the top of the pile through any connection with these people. As soon as he could, he had his daughter divorced—which, in Roman law meant simply that he removed her. Being a good Greek girl (who had always known that Aulus was sorry he married her), Meline did as Father said. Minas made unsuccessful feints among the snobbish Roman aristocracy, then married her off to a cousin, a banker, who was Greek too, but at least filthy rich. Meline never got on with him, yet could not escape because he was family. This time, Minas would lose face by ending her marriage. It mattered. The mutterings back in Karystos would have been intolerable. Minas refused to allow it.

In the intervening years Aulus married twice more. Neither coupling worked; two more wives divorced him, each expensively. One was scornful, one quite bitter. Though he had been brought up to be polite, clean around the house, witty when he was in the mood, still nothing could change his core personality: He was a gruff loner. Women found him hard work. Having a brother who was effortlessly charming made them feel it more. His one consolation was that, oddly enough, he remained on good terms with Hosidia Meline. Even after she remarried he took a strange responsibility for her ex, consoling Aulus during his various troubles. Her new husband thought it was safe—for one thing, if he ever found out it wasn’t, he would have a good excuse to beat her, which would suit his Hellenic manliness. It did cause more hostility from the other two wives of Aulus as they battled to leave him. He, being Aulus, didn’t care. Being him, he showed it.

Eventually, Minas of Karystas died. It was an accident. He fell off a ladder. Nobody even bothered to ask if he was sober at the time.

Hosidia Meline struggled to cope with all that must be done when someone whose personal affairs are very disorganised dies suddenly, in a foreign country. As the Greek husband left her to it, she wished even more to escape her unhappy marriage. So it seemed natural to seek help from Aulus.

Professionally, he was good. People were surprised that Minas had taught him well. Faced with a tangle of family problems, Aulus had a calm, thorough approach. The personal stubbornness that people shied away from made him an excellent organiser.

He found a will—or so he said; certainly one turned up in a liquor closet used by Minas. Aulus. “My dear trusted student,” was named as executor—how lucky was that?—and Aulus executed it speedily. He reassured Meline that she had no need to return to Karystos, where relatives would despise her failed marriage and her unhappiness with their kinsman. Aulus found her a small apartment to rent while deciding what to do next. He somehow persuaded the husband that he was anxious to marry a more attractive woman, then even convinced him to be generous in a settlement. Meline had never known the man could be so decent. Nor had she realised Aulus had such wily skills. He had been trained by her father until she could have passed him off as Greek.

One evening, after they had been to his niece’s wedding, Meline returned with Aulus to his house, in order to discuss the events of the day. They had seen more excitement than usual: The bridegroom had been struck by lightning. Aulus, grinning for once, said his relations were a tribe where an event like that seemed normal. The bride was the same young woman who had once hankered after Aulus, despite the fact he was her uncle. Meline was interested to know whether this wedding had affected him.

Apparently not, for he kept telling Meline how grateful he was for her support that day among his rather tiring family.

She kept telling him how grateful she was for his help with the Minas will and her divorce.

He said ah well, they would always be special friends, wouldn’t they? She said yes of course they would. Very dear ones.

Then, staying safely with Aulus seemed an obvious solution to a stormy night where she would be at risk in Rome’s dangerous streets. After all, Meline had lived at the Capena Gate in the past. If the bedroom that had once been hers as a bride was now tainted by two subsequent wives, women she frankly regarded as stupid predators on her old friend, perhaps that made Aulus offer the comfort of his own; perhaps Meline accepted. Slaves in the house must know. Slaves always did. Otherwise, it was never mentioned.

That was a month ago. Meline had remained with Aulus ever since. Nobody knew on what terms they were now living. Both were people who liked keeping things to themselves. If Aulus was seen as sombre and imponderable, so was Meline. They were reticent, yet they were a mature couple, who had known each a long time. They seemed content, possibly even happy. So everyone just let them get on with it.



A month of amicable living was too short, Meline thought sadly. So much of her life felt wasted, and now her unexpected hopes of better were dashed. They sat together in wintry sunlight in the colonnade of a peristyle garden. If they wanted anything they could call, then slaves would appear, but as a couple they were not demanding. This interior garden was their place—out of reach of visitors, sheltered even from the gaze of their own household.

A fountain would have been of benefit to cover any private conversation, but the tap on the connection from the aqueduct was sited in the house next door. It dated from when Aulus’s father Decimus lived there, a senator while his brother was only middle-rank. Uncle Publius, and now Aulus, shared access to the water but had to send slaves with buckets to fetch every drop. Aulus had been known to joke dryly that this leaky old tap could explain the entire motivation behind his black sheep uncle’s political scheming, as if jealousy over the water connection was what had plunged the family into disgrace.… Don’t mention the plot!

So there was no fountain here. Quintus had one. Aulus did not. Sharing a property, with a never-locked connecting door, is bound to bring moments when one or other party will be seething with irritation. Aulus Camillus was a high-class brooder; one of the tasks Meline was now taking on was to be a soothing influence. In fairness to him, he acknowledged it and did not object.

Their routine was to sit here, almost in silence, each busy with something of their own. Aulus would be working, with a scroll or more likely a waxed tablet. He might be at rest, thinking, then perhaps he would make a quick burst of a notes. At the same time, Meline occupied herself with her hobby: looping wool on a small gadget with pegs around the top, which she plied with a little pointed stick. As her fingers flew, a cord of knitted wool slowly emerged at the bottom. One day if she ever had enough, she could sew it together into … what? A mat, a cushion, a round hat, possibly a sock. Aulus thought she looked as if she were contriving a spell; he had once commented that he hoped not, for magic would be unlawful, so he would have to prosecute. Meline smiled. Generations of women in Karystos had shown her that a wife’s role was to let her husband make pronouncements, which she should serenely ignore.

Today, they both simply sat.

At last, taking the initiative for once, Meline spoke: “I thought that everything was now all right.”

“It will be,” he answered quietly. Her heart was full of fear for them, and he saw it.

Whenever they were alone together, they spoke in Greek. Every educated Roman could, in order to read ancient literature or attend religious drama—while thinking that their own literature or drama was better. Most Romans saw Greek as a secretarial language. Aulus Camillus had used Meline’s native language to make his young wife feel comfortable when she first came to Rome; he continued the practice now, even though her Latin had become more fluent, because he liked to be different. He had studied in Athens. So, in his home Greek was his chosen way to feel civilised. Mind you, nothing would make him grow a Greek beard. There were limits.

He too had let himself believe his domestic life was settled now, at last.

“I don’t want anything to happen to you,” said Meline, acknowledging her anxiety.

“I hope nothing will.” They never spoke of love, but after a moment he added unexpectedly, “Your caring means a great deal to me.”

He was sincere. That might be all she ever got from him, but it was all she wanted.

She braced herself. “What shall I do, Aulus Camillus—if you never come back from this dinner?”

“Go to my sister.”

It was the answer Meline expected. Yes, Helena Justina and Marcus Didius her husband were the right people—wise, capable, kind people; besides, if anything happened to Aulus, it was to be presumed the same fate would befall Quintus, so he would not be available.

It was the obvious answer, though he had given it too quickly. She knew, therefore: Aulus had been thinking about this. So, although all day they tried to avoid the darkness, the Emperor’s invitation threw terrible dread upon their household, chilling their hopes for their new future together.
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In the Justinus home, it was different.

Quintus and Claudia were long established. However rocky their partnership sometimes appeared, instability was the mode in which they had agreed to live. When young, they had eloped, travelling to North Africa, but both quickly saw that real life was no romantic journey. They came back; they stuck it out. That was what married couples did—relatives who followed them after the elopement had explained they had better consider themselves married. On returning to Rome, they had to live with his parents. That made sure of things. They had made a mistake but were stuck with it.



Quintus and Claudia had nothing to discuss. If something terrible was now to happen to him, she would pack up the children and return to her homeland, Hispania Baetica. There in the south of Spain, Claudia was the sole heir of majestic olive groves. She had grown up in that environment; her memories were bathed in sunlight, even though she had lost a brother there, a young man of great promise who was murdered. So Claudia had already known dread and danger. In the loneliness of being left behind when somebody vanished from her life, she had learned to be brave; she was forever stalwart. Her unspoken plan was that, if anything bad occurred this evening, she would take the children home—just as she occasionally threatened anyway, when exasperation with her husband made their stormy marriage feel too much to bear.

Quintus knew the escape plan. He did not tell her that if Domitian really turned against the Senate, finding refuge on her family estate might be impossible. The property would no longer be hers. When emperors despatched their enemies, the rule was that they confiscated those enemies’ wealth. Grabbing the money was the main reason for making accusations in the first place. Being allowed to do it was a perk of emperors’ fabled “tribunician power.” In the legal sense, the precedent was horribly well-established.

“You will need a decent shave,” said Claudia, always practical. “I asked the barber to come here this afternoon. I expect you will be going to the baths, but the man who does shaves there is so awful. Aulus will need his services too; a home visit will be worth his while.” Apparently lost in domestic trivialities, she stood up from her wicker chair and bent down so that she could gently to move aside Claudius, aged two-and-a-half, who had been stubbornly bashing his beloved horse-on-wheels against the bronze leg of an expensive couch, a gift from her now-deceased Spanish grandparents.

This action allowed her to conceal any anxiety. Yet when she straightened, she found Quintus was behind her. He wrapped his arms right around her, resting his chin on her shoulder, the side of his face against her cheek. “Try not to fret.”

He turned her around and held her gently, while the stalwart soul he had married tried to pretend she was not crying.
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The rest of the day passed, too slowly for some, too quickly for others.

In most of Rome, people remained oblivious to the deep apprehension that oppressed the top tier of society. A cool but pleasant November day moved on from a quiet morning of recovery after the Emperor’s official triumph, through a subdued lunchtime, then into the diminution of the light that, even in the Mediterranean, already anticipated winter. While sluggish public slaves cleared up after the citywide festivities yesterday, many stall holders were not bothering to do business, although by evening shops and artisan workshops began opening their shutters again. The public were weary. Trade would be slow. Hauling doors open and eventually lighting their tiny oil lamps was carried out more for social interaction than commerce.

Although the triumph had held the whole city in its strident, colourful, relentlessly festive grip from dawn to dark, traces of it were cleared remarkably fast. The thing was over and done with. Domitian had wanted it, he had duly achieved it, but the event had seemed tawdry. In the absence of genuine victory, there was insufficient plunder; there were too few prisoners; nobody had heard of the alleged enemies who suffered ritual strangling on the Capitol as a finale. Citizens and visitors had felt disappointed. Only the soldiery liked Domitian. For everyone else, this uncompromising man would always be less popular than his father and brother, and now that he was back in Rome, they were desperately afraid of whatever misery he might be intending for them. They cheered his procession, but the lack of empathy was ominous. He thought people wanted rid of him; some did. No one could prevent his triumph, but the enforced jubilation soon died down. Today was quiet; tomorrow would be normal business.

So, this banquet on the Palatine, supposedly “for the fallen”: what was it about? Certainly, there had been fighting in various places along the Danube frontier. It had lasted for years and might never reach an end. The worst in recent years had taken place outside imperial territory, a disaster within the hostile land of Dacia, when an overextended Roman army, including a large contingent of Praetorian Guards, was massacred at a dismal dunghill village called Tapae. But that was five years ago. It was now uncomfortably late to be honouring those men, even though they were elite troops, horribly butchered in a foreign land. Besides, the Roman attitude to military defeat rarely involved celebrating the unsuccessful dead.

Rome preferred to forget failure. Of course you did go and bury the bodies, if it could be done. You then spent years trying to fetch back military standards, because of their symbolic value. You honoured the commander and the units who managed to carry out that unhappy clear-up. So what was this? Who was it really for?

It was true that there had since been a more successful campaign; a new army had marched out, using greater care, because Domitian was supremely good at planning and desperately sore about failure. The new commander reversed the defeat at Tapae, supposedly at the very spot where his predecessor’s force had been ambushed. Even so, he deemed it too risky to march on into the Dacian heartland, and so it could not yet be the right moment to overrun the Dacian capitol. Sarmizegetusa Regia: Dear gods, even its name sounded threatening. And without taking the citadel at bloody Sarmizegetusa, they would never destroy the warlike Dacian king. That meant the big hairy brute in his exotic trousers and Phrygian cap remained, now diplomatically described as an ally, yet still potentially a foe: hovering, hostile, challenging, liable to be dangerous for years to come.

No one should forget that Tapae happened after this king’s Dacian warriors had crossed the Danube, swarmed over the Roman province of Moesia, killed, ravaged, plundered, then even barbarically beheaded a Roman governor.

The dreaded king had been brought around to Rome with money. Eight million sesterces were to be handed over annually: a stunning pay-off. Domitian probably saw that as a genuine victory. No one else did. Even so, men who had died in the fighting were to be celebrated tonight. So as members of the Senate arrived on the Palatine, all except a handful who dared call themselves Domitian’s friends—he did have friends, though they had to be courageous men—all the rest could only pray that honouring the dead would not involve further bloodshed: theirs.



The first misery they faced was a straightforward traffic jam. This always blights royal occasions. A good timetable allows for it. Security forces have to be deployed to keep things moving, not simply to check arrivals’ credentials (which they can do at the same time). . Ideally, these men are hand-picked for tolerance, even if they are not exactly briefed to be polite. Traffic management cannot be achieved with a soft attitude.

Drawing a couple of hundred guests up a steep hill at a set time would never be easy. Many were elderly, or at least conscious of their dignity, so they insisted on travelling in fancy chairs or four-cornered litters. Bulky palanquins containing overweight cargo were being manhandled by staff who, in many cases, had not had much practice lately. It was also essential for anyone of noble rank to emphasise his public importance by having a crowd of attendants, the bigger the better. Some were just for show, though other slaves had jobs, tasks a refined senator could not be expected to conduct for himself, such as straightening the heavy folds of his toga and changing his footwear from outdoor shoes to party slippers on arrival. They had to carry his personal paraphernalia: his money, his fly whisk, his dinner napkin, any medicine he needed, a scroll he might to decide to read on the journey, or perhaps a note tablet with the address a woman had given him, a house where he was on a promise if this dinner did not end too late.…

To cope with such a high-flown mob, the logistics corps had set up a one-way system. People were supposed to arrive via the imperial ramp that climbed up the hill in seven switchbacks; the plan was for them to leave afterwards down the relatively straight cryptoporticus, a covered corridor further over on the Palatine. A major cause of congestion was that many of the guests seemed unaware of this sensible arrangement, with self-willed senators insisting that nobody had told them, so when they arrived at the wrong entrance in the Forum, there were loud altercations that had to be sorted out by Praetorian Guards, who were not gentle. Scenes of chaos choked the area. Even after they were manoeuvred into the long queue creeping up the ramp, these senators’ outrage was still audible.

Among the het-up throng, Camillus Aelianus and Camillus Justinus were quietly making their way together. Both were on foot—hardiness was a traditional virtue. Besides, Justinus’s wife had asked him not to let their carrying chair be bumped around in the fray, to save damaging its paintwork.

They looked smart and smelt better. They wore long white tunics under heavy white togas with wide purple detailing. Nielloed belt buckles, silver and black. A battery of signet rings. Fancy shoes. Barbered to a sheen. They were travelling the short distance from the Capena Gate in a haze of unguents: boys’ ploys. They owned the wherewithal; tonight they had splashed it on. Quintus always received fancy flasks of manly lotions from his children at Saturnalia and on his birthday. Aulus liked to treat himself at a secretive apothecary called the Transformer, which imported high class resins and balms. These were prepared by an unguent-cooker, with claims that they removed wrinkles and hints about helping sexual prowess. His iris water steeped in ginger grass was, in fact, basic, and clashed with his brother’s splash; Quintus had no idea what was in his, only that it made him cough.

Aulus brought a small group of male slaves in plain tunics and sandals. Among them was Toutou, a tiny black boy from North Africa who was supposed to light the journey home. Though an odd acquisition by the conservative Aulus, it was fashionable to park a curly-haired lantern-bearer outside any dinner party you attended, where the child would cutely fall asleep. Toutou, who could only be about four, was so loved in the household, one of the other slaves was actually carrying him in his arms up the ramp.

Quintus came with his regular bodyguards, booted men from his old legion. These were battered specimens who had been invalided out—so by definition they were missing various body parts, though they were mentally tough, with a deep loyalty to Justinus because he was unusual; he had given them a home and a job. Normally if the legions signed you off early, you were finished.

All these attendants had a po-faced air tonight; for once, it was their masters who might be done for, yet that had horrible implications. Other senators in this crawling line brought people who had failed to work it out, but the Camillus staff realised how badly the situation could affect them. Domitian might intend to confiscate assets: If this dinner went wrong, for victims’ retainers it might soon mean the slave market or begging under a bridge. They were not happy.

None were armed. Before they set off, one or two suspicious bulges under tunics had been in evidence, but Justinus had reviewed the men, including his brother’s escorts. He made them ditch anything that could be classed as a weapon. “I know you are always up for it, and there have been times when I was grateful—but please, lads, no set-tos with cudgels on the Palatine tonight!”

They concurred because they had to. He made it plain he wasn’t letting them go anywhere unless they would pass if they were officially searched. So now the brothers were strolling side by side at a gentle pace up the imperial ramp, with slaves and veterans simply packed in a close formation behind them on the narrow slopes, making sure nobody else jostled or overtook them. Toutou’s lantern was dark so far because the covered entrance was lit with flares that gave off a tickling smell of bitumen, with eerie shadows on the tall walls.

Aulus and Quintus paced up the long drag without complaint. Unlike many of their colleagues, they had endured plenty of situations that needed patience. For one thing, they had worked with their informer brother-in-law, Falco. His junior assistants were given the worst jobs, in investigations that often called for boring waits in doorways, sessions on watch in lacklustre bars, endless keeping warm of stone benches outside imperial offices. As young men, both brothers had been in the army for brief periods too, and Aulus once acted as a runabout for a provincial governor. Nowadays, if they absolutely could not reach a private pact for a client, they would appear in court. Tedium was nothing new.

Eventually, they reached the summit. Emerging through a tall arch onto the flat area in front of the palace, they found it thick with soldiers.

“Here we go!” muttered Aulus.

Many of the troops were Praetorians. Normally even the Emperor’s men obeyed the rule that nobody bore arms within the city boundary, showing respect to the heart of Rome, which had been regarded as sacred since Romulus and Remus were suckled by the she-wolf. The Guards wore togas. It never disguised their military boots and belts, or their unmistakable swagger; anyway, it was presumed swords could be had in a moment if an assassin struck out at the Emperor. The Guards tended to be tall, hard and visibly aggressive. They were old lags who loved the army life, ruled by long-term chief centurions who revered discipline as a mystic art. They were all on personal contracts with Domitian, top froth creamed off from the legions—and paid twice as much, with all that brought.

Tonight, although some still honoured the no-weapons law, ceremonially armoured men were seeded among them. In tribute to the dead, these surviving colleagues were allowed their kit, which meant spears as well as swords and daggers, plus some shields, and even full-face parade helmets that gave them a mysterious passionless look. Officers were equipped with heroically moulded breastplates. Every scrap of metalwork was buffed to a high sheen.

As always, along with so much armour came constant chinking, creaking sound effects. In war, soldiers needed to be silent, but their accessories created an aural background once their normal groin guards and segmented corsets were enhanced with ceremonial tackle—medallions, miniature spearheads, helmet crests in screw-on holders, cloak fasteners, wrist grips, belts and sheaths with fancy tangs. As might be expected, weapon-maintenance scents clung to them: the vinegar, oils and waxes they used for daily rust-prevention. Then, as a slight breeze riffled over the Palatine heights, the men themselves brought gusts of wine and garlic, tonight mingled with bathing, breath-freshening and barbering products.

Their main contribution, surely intended, was menace. The atmosphere was heavy with the Emperor’s power. Rome knew how to use an honour guard to imbue an occasion with threat.

The long line of senators disgorged from the narrow ramp into an outside audience space. After passing through the ornate garden, they made themselves known to civilian palace chamberlains, while silent soldiers stood and watched. Means of transport, chair-bearers and torch-carriers were ordered away from the arrival point; guests blinked at the swiftness with which they were peeled off.

As each senator arrived, he was crossed off a list. Top-grade secretarial clerks were using the full pen and ink, not waxed boards and styli.

“Looks bad!” joked Camillus Justinus affably, as a thick, straight line was ruled in black through his name. “I am deleted!” Camillus Aelianus had chosen to say nothing.

Then, under the pointed stares of the military, they filtered indoors. Once through the immense marble entrance, there was an awe-inspiring audience hall, with several possible dining rooms that might have been used tonight, not least a grand salon with huge picture windows that gave splendid city views. However, that was not the venue.

As they passed into the vestibule, they were told their remaining attendants must stay behind. For some, this was a facer. Normally wives would have been invited too, competent women who would assist with matters of etiquette and who could be relied on to keep conversation going. While other senators milled around in distress at this new separation, the Camilli calmly let themselves be parted from slaves, bodyguards, even little Toutou and his lantern. Each guest now found himself stranded. Men who could not blow their noses without bothering a slave felt helpless. Alone, their disorientation had begun. The rich never moved anywhere unless surrounded by their slaves, their own people. This formed a private cocoon—so now, they found themselves forced to make eye contact and even speak nervously to colleagues. Aulus and Quintus were all right; they had each other.

Following flunkeys, their path was made through lines of soldiers—not so closely spaced as to threaten, but close enough to prevent wandering. To seat a large banquet always takes an age. A snack beforehand is advised.

Eventually, while they queued outside a curtained room, Aulus persuaded a doorman to explain that progress was so slow because everyone had to be assigned his very particular dining couch. They were to enter the room single file, one guest at a time. There was a reason, which they would find out. Another chamberlain with another list was matching them up, then calling out each name as the senator in question was passed in.

The Camilli were allowed to enter together. The city of Romulus respected brotherhood. Don’t talk about Remus.…

Dark, heavy drapes were eased aside by unseen hands, allowing space to admit them while hiding the room from everyone queueing behind.

“Aulus Camillus Aelianus, Quintus Camillus Justinus—Decimifilii!”

As soon as they crossed the threshold, the curtains immediately dropped back. By then they were paying no attention to the world they had left.

They had stepped into blackness.

They expected a blaze of lights but met gloom so deep they nearly staggered off balance. It took a moment for their eyes to adjust. Their jaws dropped; it seemed to be their turn to enunciate that trusty old swearword: the response to panic. Nothing came out. This darkness was throttling. Aulus and Quintus stood elbow-to-elbow, too stunned to speak.

Their fears were right. The Emperor was planning something—and here he was. Spotlit within a pale caul of light, Domitian stood in full triumphal regalia. Here was a one-man receiving line, awaiting each guest’s reaction to his stunning design. One by one the Senate members would enter. The Emperor barely bothered to greet them: He wanted to observe their shock.
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The niceties passed quickly. The party would never have started if every guest had tried to hold a meaningful conversation with their imperial host. His notion of manners never involved tactfully bringing shy guests out of themselves or making everyone feel welcome; he did not care whether they said something about themselves, because he had invariably decided already what he thought of them. To be fair to him, most senators normally needed no help and would warble away bombastically; yet, dear gods, tonight was hardly normal.

Afterwards, Justinus thought he had honoured Claudia’s instructions to say, “Thank you for having me.” He would tell her he did, even if it made him croak with insincerity. Aelianus was completely reticent. In company, he always looked remote, as if he had just remembered a walnut cake he had left in his bedroom, so he wanted to go back to stop his body-slave eating it.

Someone murmured in the imperial ear. Standing there in near darkness, the Emperor repeated their names, as if memorising them for an execution order. He held their gaze briefly, letting them know he forgot nothing. It was twenty years since their uncle disgraced the family. Domitian was remembering it now.

In the slurry of plots and counterplots at the end of the Year of the Four Emperors, even after Vespasian was acclaimed, the transition had not been seamless. Ambitious men continued schemes to install different candidates. Even among Flavian supporters, it was said that Vespasian’s relative, a man called Cerialis, had wanted to lure Domitian into supplanting his father, although Cerialis had always had questionable judgement and Domitian was an untrained youth of eighteen. The Camillus uncle stupidly helped to organise a plot with similar intentions. After it was uncovered, he vanished, known to be dead, though the family could never claim his body. Publius had had no memorial. He was never mentioned at family gatherings. But he had blighted their lives.

The young pretender at the centre of such plots had shown no gratitude to those who promised to back him. Now, with his elder brother Titus dead—perhaps even poisoned by Domitian himself—the throne was his. The Praetorians supported him, since he was Vespasian’s son; the Senate acquiesced for the same reason. His succession did not help the Camilli, though to date nor had it damaged them further. With Domitian, though, that could change at any moment. He might or might not have been a willing participant in the old plot. He had seemed to ignore it ever since, but they knew he would never forgive the crucial fact: it failed. At the time, Domitian had been admonished by his father, forced to accept his elder brother defending him, tainted with nonperformance, demoted to running poetry competitions instead of sharing in government like Titus. Nine years into his eventual reign, resentment still burned like stomach acid. That was him: famous for brooding.

“Camillus Aelianus! Camillus Justinus!” Domitian intoned, staring. He named them thoughtfully, as if he had just discovered a crime they had committed.

They had grown more used to the dark so could make him out more clearly. In his glimmering purple the Emperor was a solid shape, with massed gold embroidery slithering over the full-length robes of a conquering general. He had a big, square forehead, above which lay extremely regular curls—known to be fake. Below a hooked Sabine nose inherited from his father, his mouth was the most defining feature of his face. It was oddly soft. Perhaps it had a suggestion of overbite, with the upper lip curved and protruding slightly.

“Connected to Didius Falco.” That was it then. “You want to be careful there!”

The Emperor made their association a shameful issue, yet he could not even know how closely they had sometimes worked with the man. Trained and moulded in Falco’s image as they were, strong family affection went both ways. That should be private—but had whisperers been passing information to Domitian?

Something bothered the Emperor, something to do with that old plot. Falco, their anarchic brother-in-law, had carried out missions for Vespasian, including some mopping up operation; he even occasionally snarled that Domitian was a killer, not just an innocent puppet used by others. This was dangerous. Falco still possessed an item of evidence—no one was sure what, no one knew where he kept it. To this day his wife, their sister Helena, who was normally a strong woman, wept if anybody tried to talk about that time.

Quintus thought the Emperor was well aware that he was better informed than them and was relishing his advantage. They had had nothing to do with whatever had happened. Like so many in Rome, however, the brothers were damned by the past. If the story was revived, nothing would save them. They were catalogued in the unforgiving archive of Domitian’s dark mind.

New arrivals were pressing in behind them. Having made his threats, the Emperor lost interest. He had others to bully. He let the Camilli go.



Finally, they became fully aware of this piece of theatre. A few lamps, of the kind used at funerals, allowed them to follow an usher. Faint pools of light hardly made an impact because, bloody hell, the whole room had been painted black.

It was not the elegant black of fashionable frescoed rooms, where a glossy background would be relieved by fine white borders and exquisitely coloured picture miniatures. Plain black. No fantasy garlands or candelabra, no naughty winged cherubs having fun in cute pursuits, no theatrical masks, tripods or torches, no myths, no monsters, no airy figures strewing flowers. Nothing. Just black walls, floor and ceiling. Black marble columns. Black drapes covering any windows. A black dais for the host.

It was set out like a mausoleum, the old-fashioned kind where a family could enter their personal tomb to feast with their ancestors. Within the vast space stood couches. Devoid of the usual coverlets and banquet cushions to make reclining comfortable, these were in an uncompromising hard material; on the bare floor, they had been positioned like endless lines of graves. There was no doubt why: each position was marked by a dark rectangular slab. These were modelled on tombstones.

Each slab carried a guest’s name. Dear gods. There was a lamp for each man, which lit his name. Each diner had to lie on his couch beside his own gravestone.

Although plenty of others had entered ahead of them, no warm buzz of conversation rose, only anxious silence. The brothers passed through the banks of dining couches, not meeting the eyes of their fellow guests, not even greeting those they knew. It was every man for himself tonight, even though they all feared sharing one terrible fate.

After the Camilli reached their places and grimly noted their memorial slabs, things began to happen. Around them, the other places quickly filled. Although they never saw the Emperor go past, Domitian had now stationed himself at the central part of the gathering; from there he was able to glare at his guests—or victims—as his black joke played out.

Last to arrive, the two consuls joined him. Guests who were near enough witnessed a formal embrace between the Emperor and his leading men: a curious mix of supposed affection and ill-concealed indifference. Vicirius Proculus and Laberius Maximus, who were they? Domitian barely greeted them.

Best to be nonentities. The consuls would serve their term—not even a full year but on a speeded up rota, deputed only for the period of September to December so the deserving could all get a chance to hold office. Afterwards, best to subside into oblivion, grateful to have escaped the top man’s suspicion, relieved to still be alive. Now it was November: a month to go. Pray no informer named them for something they had done—or more likely some imagined slight they had never even thought about. It would soon all be over.… Scuttle back to their estates. Hope to get a province out of it, so they could spend a few years far away. Try not to catch his attention again.



Into the darkness bled sounds of funereal flute music. A long train of young boys slithered out in a sinister dance, like ghosts emerging from caverns of the underworld. They were exquisite creatures, totally naked, painted black from head to toe. They writhed among the lines of couches, beckoning like slant-eyed satyrs. Old beyond their years, their sly gestures and smiles seemed an invitation to debauchery. Eventually, one by one, these pitch-black boys peeled off from the dance until each was positioned at the foot of a dining couch, where they offered an unspoken introduction: My name is Doom, I am your server today.…

Under cover of the dolorous flutes, Aulus snarled to his brother across the gap between their couches, intending his assigned creature to overhear: “I don’t care where we are—if that little bugger gropes me, he’ll get a backhander he’ll never forget!”

Quintus managed a half-smile. He extended an index finger, simply warning his own creepy attendant to note what his brother had said.

The boys must have been chosen for their prepubescent beauty under their black paint. They held themselves like professional dancers, chests out, feet pointed, arms at rest with hands together. There were men in the room who would normally have loved it, but even they were being very careful at this banquet.

At some signal, these attendants bent gracefully to help the guests remove their outdoor shoes, then their heavy togas. Irritated, Aulus shook his little monster off; he shed and bundled up his toga himself, stashed it at the end of his couch. He kept his shoes. Everyone else was in the process of reclining. Aulus remained upright. Making a rude gesture to his server, a mime of a man peeing in a lavatory, he glanced quickly at Quintus, although no words were spoken. As brothers, with barely two years between them, they had shared a lifetime of unobtrusive code, dodging the attention of parents, sister, nurses, pedagogues, tutors, women they fancied, men they loathed.…

Unobtrusively, Aulus Camillus sauntered back to the entrance.

“Call of nature,” Quintus explained to those around him. His brother’s one-handed shaking gesture had left no room for doubt. Still, someone had to raise the tone.

As Aulus made his retreat unobtrusively through the lines of couches, Quintus remained in position. He was holding their place, though a small enclave of revolt had been established. The Camilli had taken a joint decision. Since they were done for anyway, they would not be intimidated. Nobody would steer them. They would do as they liked.

Because it was expected no guest would dare to leave, or certainly not at that point, Aulus was never intercepted by staff. It would be a long evening and many guests were elderly, so in fact a few slaves had been positioned outside the room, holding pots and with towels over arms. Aulus walked past as if he had failed to notice them. He was pretending to head for the large public lavatory that lay beyond the clatter and glimmer of a massive ceremonial fountain.

In truth he was on reconnaissance. Quintus knew why. They had both been military tribunes, stationed in frontier forts. Aulus was inspecting the lines, reviewing the watch, listening to the night: He wanted to learn in advance exactly what was being set up outside the sinister chamber where the Senate was confined. If preparations for mass killing were in hand, he would spot them. At least he and Quintus would know.

What he found amazed him.

All the enormous audience rooms were now empty. When he walked beyond the vestibule, the wide space fronting the palace lay deserted. Previously crowded with soldiers, supervising officials and mobs of attendants, it was now hushed, oddly empty. Normally, even at night, there were members of the public wandering about, but today sightseers had been stopped from coming up here. Petitions would have to wait.

What had happened to the huge crowds of slaves who escorted the guests here? Gone. Completely gone. All dismissed.

Camillus Aelianus stood motionless, feeling the cold breeze of coming winter on his grim face and bare arms. It was night on the Palatine, possibly his last night on earth.



Only a plaintive wail from beside the grand fountain bowl let him know the empty outside areas still had a presence. He recognised the unhappy snivel. It was his own tiny slave, clutching his lantern. With him Aulus saw another small figure, a dwarf Domitian used to keep with him. The diminutive personage had been born with a head that was even smaller than it should be for his size. Toutou was so scared he was crying, though the imperial dwarf appeared to be offering kind words. “He got separated.”

“He’s mine. Toutou, come here to Master. Bring your lantern. Nothing to cry about.”

Quietly, Aulus retraced his steps to re-enter the black-painted dining room. When a chamberlain moved to prevent him bringing in the child, he made a grim joke about not losing valuable property. “He lost the others. I can’t leave him. He’ll get pinched. Anyway, he’s black enough! He’ll fit the decor.”

In Rome, property counted for everything. Toutou was a valuable commodity, so he was allowed to follow. He stuck so close, he was bumping against his master’s calf as they progressed back down the darkened room to the Camillus couches.
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Nothing seemed to have happened while he went out for his look around.

Aulus lifted Toutou, then put him down on the floor between the brothers’ couches. “Sit quiet. Dry your eyes; you’re safe with us. No one will even know you’re here.” As he bent to do this, he mouthed to Quintus what he had seen. “Bare terrace. All on our own. No transport, not one attendant left.”

Stuck, thought Quintus. Helpless. He wants us helpless.

Most senators would not be able to find their own way home, if they were ever allowed to leave here. Few would be carrying money for a fare; one or two probably could not even tell a hired litter-bearer their home address. On the streets of Rome at night, if men of this rank started asking for directions, muggers would descend like a flash flood. There would be no kindness for strangers; claiming to have a powerful place in society would mean absolutely nothing without bodyguards to back you up. Stuck.

The two Camilli would survive. They had acted as informers. Their street craft was fine. They would make it back to the Capena Gate—though they would have to get out of here first.

It was now the younger brother’s turn to leave his couch, defying protocol. He had spotted that aediles had been invited, even though two of their number were always plebeian, not senatorial. He only counted three, so he went across to enquire about the missing fourth man, who was their niece’s husband. In the family, she was regarded as a wild child, yet she had recently married a magistrate. It baffled everyone how Albia had managed this, not least since any watching gods reacted so angrily that her bridegroom had been struck by lightning. A doctor’s note had covered his absence tonight, apparently.

Quintus returned to report, casually flopping back onto his couch. Aulus commented that their nephew-by-marriage might be permanently singed, but clearly had his head screwed on. Weeks after the event, he knew how to deploy a good excuse.

A lightning strike in the middle of a wedding procession was sensational, and the famous victim had let it be known that he was struggling with after-effects. This let him attend parties he liked the sound of, but when he chose to avoid something official he blatantly bunked off. The brothers discussed how long Faustus would be able to get away with it. They liked him. They were envious.

Insidious scents of incense became apparent. Fine oils and wine were being poured as libations. At funerals, ancient custom was to sacrifice a sow to the gods of the underworld, the so-called chthonic deities. The sow for Ceres was apportioned between the goddess, the mourners and the deceased. So, pork arrived, ready barbecued; the Emperor made an ostentatious religious gesture, offering choice morsels for the gods, before further pieces were brought to the guests as sinister appetisers.

Customarily, everyone shared in the last proper meal any dead person could partake of before they flittered off to be a shade in the underworld. So the fallen of Dacia, though their corpses were not present, theoretically participated in this dinner. Grim legionaries and Praetorians, hacked to death in a massacre, the men might have held crude views on how their deaths were being exploited for the Emperor’s strange purposes.

A solemn line of servers, identical boys carrying identical platters, moved out across the banquet floor to deliver the sacrificial dainties. Crispy pork, still hot—well at least quite warm in mass-catering terms—exquisitely cooked with a glaze that smelled of honey, though it looked like some much darker marinade. Meat was handed to guests, the standin mourners, on little black tridents. Neat touch.

Aulus gravely took his portion from his painted attendant. He pulled off a piece, leaned down and handed it to Toutou.

“See what this is like, boy.” Observing him, Quintus had paused. “Give him some of yours too,” Aulus suggested, his tone sardonic.

“You are appalling!”

“I am looking after my slave.” No, he was using his slave. Aulus could be kind-hearted enough when he chose, but even in a good family Toutou’s first role was to protect his owner; only then could he count on any protection himself. “You’re safe with us” was purely notional.

“What will you do, if he keels over?” demanded Quintus, who genuinely had more scruples.

Aulus shrugged.

Despite his conscience, Quintus followed his brother’s example, dropping a piece of his meat to the little boy, who gobbled anything he was given. Who knew what had happened to this child before he was picked out at the slave market? He was now fed in the Aelianus household, but had failed to lose his fear of hunger. Perhaps he never would.

Some party, thought Quintus. Not only did the Emperor have his designated official who must routinely test everything before it can touch the imperial lips, but a guest had smuggled in his own taster. It would, of course, be seen as an unforgiveable insult if Domitian found out they too were checking on the food, his gift, in case he was intending to poison them. Etiquette ordained that you must always pretend to trust a host. Perhaps that was why murders at banquets were so common. And so successful.

“What shall we do, anyway, if Toutou groans and drops? We have to eat what we’re given.”

“Shut up, bro! You sound like my mother.” However, Aulus thought about it. Yes, what would he do? If Toutou’s small body succumbed, as it would do very quickly if a fatal drug was present, what alternative did they have? One thing: Before he himself was carried off, Aulus Camillus would stand up and accuse their host. You only die once. May as well go out shouting defiance. Denounce the bastard. Make your own justice. Get your name recorded in history as crazily courageous.

Quintus saw it in his eyes. “Make sure first! Don’t say anything too soon, in case that grumble in your tum is only a touch of colic.”

“Trust me.”

“Fat chance! Look out—black plates on the horizon.” Sharp-eyed, Quintus had spotted the next treat: the black serving plates that would become famous. Each diner was allocated his personal heavy comport.

Aulus scoffed quietly. “You have to admit, the theming is superb. If we ever escape, I’m going to ask for the name of his orgy planner.”

“I only wish someone had told us the big idea, so I could have brought a black-dyed napkin to wipe my fingers on.”

The food brought upon the black platters had been coloured black. Black food is unappealing, many would say.




10

Back at the Capena Gate, the Justinus home was as well-lit as could be, given that its mistress was an oil heiress. Claudia Rufina budgeted well, sitting for hours with a small abacus while she listed expenditure, carefully balancing their outgoings against future requirements plus the need to maintain and invest in those olive orchards back in Baetica. But once she saw the results, she was not mean.

Rome sucked up the precious olive oil. The rich commodity was used for so many purposes, demand was never-ending—luckily. Whenever amphorae from her estate were transported from Spain and brought to the city for sale, Claudia received a consignment. Growing up among family olive groves, she expected to use copious quantities, never troubled by the cost. Here in Rome, there was no shortage in her kitchen, nor did she stint on pottery lamps once twilight fell. Their rundown porch became a beacon after dark, the only entrance in the street with lanterns hung on brackets, lit every twilight. It showed up that the wood needed a repaint, not that anybody ever got around to that.

The house was quiet now. With their father out for the evening, the children would normally play their mother up, thinking it safe to be naughty. Not tonight. They were subdued. They knew.

Hosidia Meline came in through the communicating door, in search of mutual support. Secretly, she found the Justinus children overwhelming, so she had waited until she could be fairly sure Claudia had sent her romping mob to bed. Nurses would watch over them. Claudia, a thoroughly good mother, would go up first to say goodnight. If any child was sickly, it would be her role to administer medicine and cuddles, but if not, she would soon return to her visitor. That was only polite.

On the surface, the two women shared little in common, apart from that they were both provincials and had, at different times and for different reasons, both experienced marital tension. Coming from outside Italy especially coloured their view of Rome. They were in a precarious position as overseas brides, having no family to fall back on. Marriage was supposed to make them Camilli too, but if Aulus or Quintus was difficult, Claudia or Meline were cut off from grandparents, parents and any siblings who might have argued for them. Claudia’s relatives had all died, in any case. So within the Camillus family they had bonded as outsiders. Their niece, Flavia Albia, came from Britain, though they tended not to include her. To them, Britain was beyond acceptable.



Now they lived with their slightly unreliable husbands in a city that was growing ever more dangerous because of its cruel ruler. Both could only nervously acknowledge that. If the Camilli were disgraced, they might find themselves wobbling on their perch in Rome. There were wide, dangerous seas between Italy and Spain or Greece.

In fact, neither fitted in completely, even though Rome was fairly welcoming to all nationalities. Both had the disadvantage that they were pointedly sober women. Each behaved with a gravity that could make them seem awkward. Italian women, as wives in Rome, might be reserved but would then be praised for modesty and quiet conversation. Foreigners were viewed differently, as wilfully standoffish. In a snobbish city with long traditions, foreigners were accepted if their rank gave them citizenship, yet they had to fight for equal treatment. Claudia and Meline coped, but they were grateful to live closely together.

Their mother-in-law had been a strong ally. Julia Justa was an intelligent woman with the rare quality of understanding why her sons, in their separate ways, might not be performing as perfect husbands. Before she died, her home had been an enclave of feminine control. Aulus and Quintus teased her, but they did as she said. Afterwards, when Julia and Decimus passed away within a week of one another, adjustments had been hard.

“I am glad their parents have not had to see the danger they are in tonight.” Claudia, who had known Julia and Decimus much longer, took the lead in speaking of them.

“Let’s not talk about it.” For a moment Meline regretted coming across from her own side of the house. But she knew she could not have borne to be alone, waiting for hours for news, uncertain whether Aulus would ever return.

So, deliberately not talking about the danger to their husbands, Claudia and Meline toyed with stuffed honeyed dates for an hour. Their refined tête-à-tête was then broken when they heard sudden loud banging at the front entrance.

The two women pretended to hide their first alarm. It was, said Claudia, who was always so sensible, far too early for people to be released from dinner at the palace or for news of trouble to arrive. They pretended to wait while the door porter answered—though by the time he roused himself and stumbled out of his cubicle, complaining under his breath at being disturbed, the women had been unable to stop themselves scuttling into the hallway and hopping about behind him as he peered through his grille.

They heard him grunt. It sounded an unremarkable response, as if a greengrocer had made a morning call offering a sack of curly kale, on special terms because he had somehow overbought.…

With infinite slowness, the retainer unbolted bolts. He behaved as if he were ninety, though in fact was in his thirties. Claudia would have pushed past him and unfastened the massive devices herself, but the last time she did so, she cut her finger on the metalwork. Meline was too good mannered; this was someone else’s house. She did, however, hiss quietly to herself in a way that was plainly a Greek curse. The look in her dark eyes spoke of damage to the porter’s anatomy. So strong was the vibe, he even turned around briefly to give her a reproachful look. Meline sucked in air sharply between her teeth. Greek might be a euphonic, elastic language of enormous antiquity, but when stressed, she did not bother with it.

As the double doors swung inwards, in poured all the attendants who had gone out that evening with Aulus and Quintus. Meline spotted they were without Toutou, from whom they admitted they had become separated. They swore that was not their fault.

From the ensuing babble of complaints and anxiety, the two wives extracted how palace officials had dismissed everyone, steering attendants from the audience room along with any means of transport that came with them. It had been done in such haste there was no time for explanations or the agreement of their masters to them leaving. The women soon gained a fearsome picture of curt chamberlains, backed by heavy-handed Praetorian Guards. Escorts had tumbled away down the Palatine, almost tripping over themselves in the cryptoporticus. Their masters still did not know what had happened.

“Nobody knew what was going on, or why they kicked us out like that. It was mayhem on the way down the hill. All the escorts were in total panic. What are the masters going to do without us?”

Claudia and Meline looked at one another. They saw at once how separating senators from their entourages was a sinister ploy. It was Domitian’s prelude to some nightmare. Meline covered her face with both hands, unable even to spit plosives.

“Dear gods, where are they? What has he done to them?” screamed Claudia, completely overcome.

“Nothing, tell yourself he has done nothing … but if he ever lets them go, how will they get home?”

“Go back out there!” Claudia commanded one of Quintus’s ex-legionary guards. “Run! Run at once to the Aventine; go round the far side of the Circus, not close to the Palatine. Go as fast as you can to Helena and Falco’s house. Tell them everything that has happened, then ask them what we ought to do!”
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Back on the Palatine, the beautiful naked boys were serving cheesy pastries.

“Mmm … I always find funeral food so more-ish!” muttered Aulus, not even trying to sound guilty. It was all he could do to hold off long enough to let his little slave boy taste the cheese parcels first.

Quintus was munching wheat cakes, even though they had been coloured black. This seemed to be achieved through charring, though the subtle palace kitchen staff had managed to avoid any taste of cinders. A crisp coating held together a luscious interior.

With his mouth full of spiced, honeyed cake, he could not answer. Both men had healthy appetites, despite the unnerving occasion; the imperial chefs had no problem enticing them with traditional graveside concoctions, rich in almonds, hazelnuts, sesame and pomegranate seeds, currants, cinnamon and cloves, parsley and bay. There comes a point for a nut-lover, Quintus thought, where funeral food is worth taking a risk, even when you are dining with a megalomaniac who wants to kill you.

“Dig in!” he managed to utter eventually, picking a grain from between his teeth with one fingernail. “We are honouring the dead by sharing.” He began waxing lyrical, to keep his spirits up. “Hypothetically there may be no corpses tonight, but we must imagine their presence. Just as, at a necropolis, spirits pass us unseen, a breath in the breeze that wafts by their teary mourners, we feel their unseen company as we remember them tonight. The poor sods who died at Tapae may be have been buried miles from here, assuming anyone did ever collect the bodies up, but here we are, heaping upon them the reverence they deserve.”

“You are insufferable when you descend into mystic claptrap,” was his elder brother’s cool judgement.

Quintus gave him a grin that was honestly infantile. They could have been still precociously five and self-consciously seven. “All right. If we have to go, better to die while chomping on the good flavours that have sustained our grief-stricken forefathers.”

“I remain unimpressed by your ‘remembering our roots’ stuff. You wouldn’t know a root if you stumbled over it and broke your ankle.”

“You’re just so humourless,” Quintus continued, declaiming, “Think of tonight as having a real purpose. Yes, it is dining with the dead in order to be at one with our ancestors, but at the same time, a good scoff in shared company provides solace for the unhappy, it anneals the internal stress of bereavement, it helps the living along the path of their recovery from grief.”

“That’s a useful motto for a caterer!” Aulus dismissed the bombast. “Actually I was talking to Genius, you know that famous cook Falco bought and quickly sold on because the man couldn’t cook—in case you didn’t notice, they had him back when Albia got married. Weird people. According to Genius, you would think happy wedding guests would tuck in with gusto—yet he said they eat far less than expected. It’s mourners at funerals who scoff.”

“Because this is food as human comfort, plus respect for the national gods. We are one with our ancestors and one with our fellow mourners. Perhaps,” suggested Quintus darkly, “this night on the Palatine, we are even one with the Emperor.”

“Our Master wouldn’t like you saying that!” replied Aulus, lowering his voice. Domitian was not one for sharing himself with people. He thought everyone was against him, which in general they were.

The brothers had the sense to glance around to check, but their fellow guests were lost in fearful concentration on whatever the naked servers pranced up with. Cynics, who knew the ways of rough-end slaves, were keeping an eye on the boys in case they peed in the dish they were offering. If anyone looked up, it was only to squint nervously at what the Emperor was doing.

Domitian was not eating. He rarely did in public. It was said he preferred a hearty meal by himself at lunchtime. Tonight, he was simply watching. So, diners who dared turn in his direction found him staring at them, intent on how they received his strange banquet.

This was not a feast where people raised a beaker to compliment their host if they caught his eye.

There was wine, however. Dark red-black vintages, heavy in tannin, served in ebony goblets. Domitian was not drinking. His young eunuch cupbearer, Earinus, spent more time preening than presenting drinks. Some world-rulers and empire-builders drown themselves in liquor until their reddened bloated bodies expire in alcoholic excess. Others never drink. They will not risk loss of self-control. Domitian was one of those. Inevitable, really.

Still, wine was one of the traditional beverages served during feasts at tombs. At first, the Camilli tried sticking to water because wine was the obvious carrier for any poison with which the Emperor hoped to purge large numbers from the Senate. Eventually, Aulus reminded Quintus that when Nero murdered his stepbrother, his young and popular rival Britannicus, the taster passed the wine as safe but Nero’s fatal drug, reputedly supplied by the famous palace poisoner Locusta, was hidden in the cold water for mixing. One sip and the princeling was done for.

“Do we think Locusta is still alive?”

“If so, she would have to be about two hundred.”

“Sipping at the Fountain of Youth?”

“No, I think she was killed in the Year of the Four Emperors.”

“Poison?”

“Natural causes—execution.”

“Did she train up apprentices?”

“Yes, but the old crafts are dying. No one wants to be bothered. These days you can’t find suppliers with the expertise, however big a bribe you offer. The fine art of removing enemies has been allowed to fade; commercial drug-dealing is all pastilles for breath-freshening and pods of wax to push up your arse for your haemorrhoids.”

“I wouldn’t know!” Quintus demurely pretended, with a smile he intended to annoy his brother. Aulus ignored him.

They decided to move on to wine, taking it neat as a safety precaution.
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Although the room had always been hushed, now an even denser silence fell. All the guests lay rigid with anticipation. Domitian began speaking.

The Camillus brothers listened to him with a quiet, respectful air, both wearing the faint smiles of men who had learned during various careers how to brace themselves to last out until the full story had been heard so the real truth behind it was revealed. Aulus had a fistful of funeral nuts, through which he chewed gloomily, screwing up his eyes. Quintus folded his hands and put himself into a private trance.

Dictators love to talk. It is remarkable how men who wield excessive sole power will be consistent in this: Given a captive audience, they all drone on for hours. And hours. The human brain can only concentrate for twenty minutes, ask any teacher. Dictators have rarely been despatched on a training course to learn that simple fact. Many dictators are completely untrained; tyranny comes to them naturally.

When they speak, everything else stops. Nobody dares interrupt. Everyone sits looking rapt, hanging on these words of wisdom even while they are wondering what the flowing tirade really means. Clearly it is their own inadequacy if they are not transported into astounding inspiration by the demagogue’s words of wisdom, so many words, so long in the delivery.… No one can leave. Dictators never pause for a comfort break, nor may any listener abscond, not even with the anxious expression of someone desperate for the lavatory. Go before you come. Never was the adage so appropriate. Leaving the scene prematurely is the fast route to dying. It may feel like the anteroom to hell if you stay, but you’d better remain and look happy.

Dictators have no use for notes, for they are borne up by self-conviction. Besides, they wave their arms a lot for emphasis and to wind themselves up. They start, then continue until they have finished, which you know is going to be a long time later. They know what they have to say, and they most certainly will get through it. All of it, then any more that may come to them during the endless process of the speech.

Keep smiling. Keep smiling and whenever you have the chance, applaud enthusiastically. At one level, clapping will lengthen your misery by making the speech last longer—though of course it’s extending your good fortune if you genuinely like their philosophy. That has been known. On the other hand, drowning him out with cheers provides a respite from the ceaseless continuance of the notable personage. He has grasped this gathering by the throat while he is telling you what he has done so gloriously, then, mentioning the foolish mistakes of others who are not favoured by history in the unique way that he is, and haranguing you with how the future will be glorious because he gives this speech, you listen to it, and that is how it has to be because he has his special understanding, which you are privileged to be sharing.

If there is a joke, laugh.

Do not get that wrong. Never laugh when he is serious. Absolutely do not get it wrong.…

So Domitian began speaking that night on the subject of death. He addressed them in a careful manner, more as if he had thought long in preparing his words than as if he feared making an error. He had been called a good writer and orator, better even than his talented elder brother, though this praise was given by his friends. He never wavered from his theme. He paced the room, becoming in his triumphal robes a shard of glimmering purple and gold amidst the blackness. He spoke. They listened. That was it. There was no question anyone would dare challenge anything; at no point did any guest attempt to engage in a dialogue with their host, as would happen at a normal banquet. Even the old and doddery ones who had little idea where they were or why they had been brought here somehow found enough self-preservation to lie still and keep quiet.

Domitian could do this because he had a captive audience who understood his power. They themselves had given him all the rights that his father and brother had held. He was lord of the civilised world, Father of his Country, chief priest, chief lawgiving magistrate, and although he pretended to be too modest to accept it, people called him their Master and God. They did that, even though it was blasphemous for any living human to claim personal divinity. He brushed off the implication and never punished those who used the term. People around him soon got the hang of how to flatter him.

Flattery was the wisest thing. He had twenty-nine legions to protect his position, plus Praetorian Guards, Urban cohorts and even the vigiles. Soldiers liked him; he tripled their pay, awarding generous bonuses on top. He had also gone on campaign with them, facing dangerous enemies, even if it was at a safe distance. Although his “victories” were inglorious and his peace terms little better, he had chosen wise commanders who overturned bitter defeat, recaptured missing standards, brought home rescued Roman troops—all in his name. One day a soldier would deal him his death blow, but that would be a long time coming.

There had been a mutinous revolt with a rival claimant to power, but Domitian reacted adeptly and survived with panache. The uprising was put down very fast; punishment carried out brutally, but that was the old Roman way. Afterwards, nothing is more dangerous than a dictator who survives a failed coup. He thinks himself invincible. He is out for revenge.

Domitian knew his strengths. He had made his mark on Rome with elegance and generosity. Unlike the raving maniacs of the previous Julio-Claudians, this emperor’s driven wish for control made him a perfect administrator. He could manipulate a budget. His building programme would astound future generations, even though much he had planned would be claimed by his successors. Since he dismissed officials for corruption even when they had not yet done anything corrupt, real embezzlement rarely happened. Having so few friends, he could never be accused of favouritism. He supported the arts; poets cloyingly spoke well of him. Historians quibbled—but would hold their peace until they had newer, safer men of power to flatter.

In the meantime, this cool, introverted, obsessive man in his forties was holding a banquet in his palace, where he could dominate trembling guests. He held the right of execution; he was ready to use that power if a grudge overtook him. His mind was dark, but clever. If he was mad, it was with a muscular kind of insanity, very self-aware. Much of his paranoia was justified, borne of logic and experience. He faced his fears with sardonic courage. If assassins ever came after him, he would go down fighting to the end.

So, tonight he took the floor and said his piece to an audience he despised for many reasons, especially the way they were quaking. Most were transfixed. There was no doubt their fear pleased him. Whatever his ultimate intentions, he was enjoying this moment. He had them. They knew it. Brilliant!

But even as the Emperor relished talking to his audience about death, so ominously implying that the next exit from the world would be theirs, men who knew him to be whimsical still dared to hope. Perhaps this whole dinner party was a charade, sinister yet harmless. Might it all, they wondered incredulously, yet turn out to be nothing but a grim game? Was the black banquet merely Domitian’s spectacular practical joke?
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The Capena Gate had a visitor from the other side of the Aventine. Tall, scathing and blunt, their sister-in-law had responded to the Camillus women’s distraught appeal. Claudia wondered whether to run for her emerald set, but since Helena Justina was indifferent to matters of appearance, she decided not to bother. Meline found herself sitting up straighter in her basket chair, as if a more-than-usually caustic aunt had descended on them. The aunts of Karystos were legendary.

Helena Justina was the archetypal elder sister. Nobody called her bossy—no one dared—but she had supervised her brothers all their lives, which was absolutely for their own good. Now their parents were dead, it fell to her to take the lead in the family. The textbook verdict decreed that Rome was a paternalist society; the law gave men all the civic rights. This ignored a fierce tradition that went back to the city’s founding. Romulus and his men may have raped the Sabine women, but thereafter the Sabine women used their power as the mothers of the children who were needed to people Rome. The materfamilias was born.

An ancient king, Numa Pompilius, had laid down the laws Romans would follow; a practical nymph gave those laws to him. Vestal Virgins embodied the city. Women brought up the children. Women ran the home. Men might have a nominal right of life and death over their dependents, but in family councils strong female relatives spoke up and were listened to with meek respect, which often was not feigned. Never underestimate the power of a big dowry. Men held the purse strings; women spent then blithely sent their bills to the accountant. Even a whisper of divorce made husbands cringe. When men died, their widows had a riot. They married their appointed male guardians if they had to, or otherwise simply ignored them.

The materfamilias was typified in Helena Justina. She kissed her sisters-in-law formally; they kissed her cheek in return, respecting her enduring rights as the original daughter of this house. As soon as formalities were done, they burst out with their fears while she tried to calm them. Falco, she said, was at his warehouse conducting a stock take. Since there had been insufficient Dacian plunder for the Emperor’s triumph yesterday, the Didius auction house had lent a large quantity of “treasures” to boost the carts of supposedly captured treasure. “What’s come back is not exactly what he sent, but if things have been pinched, other things have been sent. Auctioneers do like a good turnaround. He is in heaven with his inventory.”

“We are worried about the boys!” Claudia insisted.

“Of course you are. And so am I. I came by way of Albia’s house, in case they know more, but they have avoided this fiasco; her husband had an invitation, but he made some excuse.”

“Snubbing Domitian makes Manlius Faustus a brave man!” Meline commented.

“He is. I don’t think I have heard the half of what goes on there,” Helena murmured. Claudia and Meline knew she was trying to balance being a light-handed mother-in-law against her yearning to know everything. They secretly laughed over how she always said she would not interfere. They knew she had brought up her children to be feisty souls, so they were bound to keep things from her. Helena could only pretend she was proud of their free will.

“Has Faustus, as a magistrate, heard anything about what the Emperor’s dinner purports?” asked Melina in her slightly formal way.

“Not a thing. Domitian has kept everyone guessing.”

“He must be planning something! Something dire!” Claudia was losing her outer calm.

“There is no way to find out, sweetheart,” Helena Justina told her sternly. “We’ll just have to wait until the boys come back. I know the situation is worrying, so I came here to wait out whatever befalls. Will it help if I keep you company? I’d like to see my brothers safely home in one piece.”

“What does Falco think?” demanded Claudia.

“He has no idea. He only made a bet that Domitian will toy with a whole turbot while everyone else is served wine-fried anchovies that have gone soggy on the route from the kitchen.… No women are invited,” Helena then growled. “I reckon Our Master is scared we would laugh at his antics, take over with our own funny stories, and spoil whatever sinister outcome he has planned.”

“I believe it used to be the custom,” Claudia speculated, “that while great men dined at the palace to celebrate a triumph, the Empress would hold a simultaneous banquet for all the senatorial wives.”

“We may die waiting for that!” scoffed Meline.

Helena stretched on a reading couch, where she began to work her way through the remaining honeyed dates. Claudia and Meline had lost out there. Their sister-in-law looked innocent as she set about it, but they had seen her with a snack platter before. “I can never decide,” Helena told them while she chewed, “whether Domitia Longina is terrified of her husband and what he may do next, or whether her method is to lie low, avoid confrontation, and let him get on with being a paranoid maniac, if that keeps him happy. At any rate, it’s obvious she won’t try to upstage him by becoming more popular herself.”

“No, people say she is horrible!” Meline, who could be waspish, suggested the Empress might be glad to know Domitian was preoccupied with his party, so for one night she could do as she liked.

Claudia looked nervous at this, so to distract her, Helena asked, “How long have the boys been gone now?” They told her glumly. “Juno, they will be hours yet! They won’t be able to slip out before the end, saying terribly sorry, they have to see a client.”

A pause fell.

“I do not know,” complained Meline, “why either of them ever wanted to be senators. My father always said that, given how the Emperor rules, the Senate is an irrelevance.”

“Social standing,” answered Helena. No snob, she sounded dismissive. She and Claudia exchanged a half glance, aware that Minas of Karystas had been perfectly willing to view this particular senatorial family as prey. The way he grabbed Aulus, first as a student then a son-in-law, had occasioned endless bitter debate. Aulus knew of it. Meline had been politely kept out of the Camillus family wrangling in theory—but inevitably Meline knew too; once she picked up the secret blame aimed at her father, it became one of the reasons her original marriage to Aulus was unhappy. Minas had seemed to be too sozzled to notice. His one complaint was that after he had drunk the Senator’s wine cellar dry, Decimus took much too long buying in new amphorae.

“They thought if they were senators, sheer reputation might bring them more work,” Claudia explained to Meline. “Which it has done, though probably not as much as they hoped. Yet you are right, darling; if they hadn’t done it, we wouldn’t be in this mess now. We would have more money,” she grumbled, “and I would see Quintus here at home a lot more. Helena, I blame your husband for helping out when they decided to stand.” At the time, Falco had been in receipt of an unexpected inheritance. At first, he saw it as his role to act as benefactor for his numerous relations, though lately he had grown more comfortable with his wealth; he now guarded it more closely, which he openly said was the way rich men stay rich. Hands off, you beggars. You can fight over everything after I’m dead. I won’t care then.

“They wanted to do it.” Helena brushed off any criticism, as if her brothers had simply demanded unfortunate toys to play with, asking to join the Senate the way they had once wanted model animals then, later, tickets to see gladiators. “Too late now!”

The three women were all bored. Perhaps they were not sufficiently fond of one another to enjoy an evening of simply waiting around for their menfolk. Or perhaps the tension as they feared for Aulus and Quintus was becoming too much.

They could do something about the wait. None of these were passive women. Helena suggested that in the absence of proper entertainment provided by the Empress, they should hold their own party. Meline might be used to the Greek idea of being stuck at home in the women’s quarters mending tunics while men went out for drink and debauchery, but Meline was the daughter of a legendary boozer so she knew how a symposium worked. Claudia even liked playing the good Roman housewife; a bride receiving the keys to all the store cupboards formed part of the wedding ceremony.

“Then we should raid the wine cellar.” Taking the point instantly, Meline was showing herself to be a pragmatist. “If Domitian kills our husbands, he will confiscate their property.”

“No! Surely he won’t, darling, will he?” On the property point, Quintus had been less forthright with Claudia than Aulus with Meline. Claudia was now shocked.

Helena played peacemaker. “No, no. Vespasian admitted them to the Senate. They never draw attention to themselves by speaking in debates; they just go for a snooze in the Curia. The present emperor doesn’t even know who they are.”

“That is not what I have heard!” Suddenly Meline rounded on Helena. “My father said, Decimus Camillus told him in deepest confidence that your husband, Falco, possesses some evidence against Domitian. Domitian wants revenge for it, he is that type of person.”

Helena tried to avoid this conversation. “Domitian wants revenge against so many people for so many slights, most of them pure imagination on his part. He cannot wreak his warped judgement on everyone. People close to him are at most risk, because he sees them frequently and it gives him ideas about them.”

“Is your Falco a threat to him?” Meline persisted.

“Marcus keeps his head down.”

“Do you have a plan? If Domitian ever turns on him?”

“Retirement to a farm in Britain—it’s a pretty desperate plan!” Helena answered, laughing.

Meline growled. She kept digging. “Domitian will see Aulus and Quintus tonight! Palace protocol means he will be told their names. Nobody knows what evidence your dangerous husband has, but if the Emperor fears it seeing the light of day, that will be fatal. Helena Justina, you should do the honourable thing by your family and divorce Falco!”

Helena looked surprised, but then she laughed again, more gently.

Claudia was amused too. She had known Helena and Falco long enough to reproach Meline: “That will never happen! … Anyway, I have been told there was a plot by an uncle that still reverberates. It’s their uncle who remains dangerous to Aulus and Quintus. Helena, you ought to tell us why.”

“I can’t.”

“You don’t want to!”

Helena merely shrugged. Her stole slipped off one shoulder so she busied herself with that classic gesture of fielding the cloth then rearranging it gracefully in new folds. Her gold earrings twinkled. Bracelets on one arm chimed. “Old scandal. We survived. When Vespasian received my brothers into the Senate it was his signal of forgiveness. We should not harp on a past error as if we felt guilty. Let it lie.”

Claudia knew when to give up. “This woman will not budge. We may as well stop asking.… Meline, you and I had best consider our escape plans.”

Meline also capitulated. She too lifted and replaced the silken folds of her wrap, so that light from an overhead chandelier glistened on expensive embroidery along its edges. This was a formal way to punctuate a change of subject, an unspoken gesture that all women understood. “So, before the Emperor’s agents come to seize our goods, we must drink the wine—to keep it from them.” Claudia and Helena exchanged mock-humorous glances again, pretending to be nervous that she might follow in her father’s inebriated footsteps. Claudia deployed the stole gesture to imply unspoken disapproval. “In moderation!” Meline assured them affably. She knew how people had viewed Minas. “I believe it is appalling for Roman wives to be drunk?”

“That never stopped any of us,” Helena reassured her.

“You have been listening to Roman husbands,” Claudia added. They deserved a treat, she said, to encourage her companions. Stuck at home, with nothing to do but wait to hear that the Emperor had murdered the men they loved …

“Well, ‘love’ is a word to drive anyone to a wine goblet!” Helena giggled with Claudia, then she smiled at Meline, so lately returned to Aulus, who was looking perturbed. “Irony, dear girl!”

So, while Claudia Rufina, best of housewives, toddled off to the cellar, Hosidia Meline took herself to Claudia’s kitchen to persuade slaves to rustle up snacks and nibbles.

Left alone in the salon, Helena Justina, who ought to have been their role model, a woman of gravitas, realised she had polished off all the honeyed dates. For a moment she sat motionless, considering love: her love for her husband and children, then the love they all bore for her endangered brothers. Then, since she was still unobserved in the room on her own, she started the night’s descent into decadence by licking clean the empty snacks plate.
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It was over.

On the Palatine, quite suddenly, the Emperor stopped speaking. Before anyone could take in what was happening, Domitian had left them. He was famous for losing interest in dinners. He did not bother to say thank you for coming; after all, they had had no choice.

A brief period of confusion raged in the dim chamber, as the concerned senators tried to work out what they were supposed to do next. It was clear that the naked dancing boys had finished serving food and drink. They must have been told to stop. So, the meal had ended. Such music as there had been was funeral; it now ceased, so there was nothing to listen to, and therefore no reason to stick around as if taking an interest in culture. Sometimes, on other occasions, Domitian provided entertainment: a troupe of comic dwarves, acrobatic displays, even stylised indoor gladiating. Nothing like that had happened. Nor would it, that was evident.

Murmurs began. Disbelief at the possibility of release gave way to anxiety about what was expected of them now. Men risked turning to their neighbours to enquire what anyone thought. They had to be circumspect. Nobody wanted to talk too freely, since any gossip about the evening would without doubt be noted by Domitian’s staff and immediately passed on to him.

Perhaps some remembered how Titus, the golden boy, used to act as Vespasian’s hitman: He would invite people who had caused offence to dinner, give them a good meal, then at the end they were executed.… If an attack was planned, this could be the moment.



Camillus Justinus stood up, stretching his tall limbs. At scattered points around the dark room, others nervously followed suit, though no one was sure whether or not they could evacuate the black dining room without imperial permission. Camillus Aelianus stooped between their two couches to gather up his slave. When he straightened, with the now sleeping Toutou securely in his arms, the brothers exchanged a practiced glance, their signal.

Moving with smooth, unobtrusive steps, they passed down the rows without stopping to chat, aiming for the main door through which they had originally entered. Whenever they passed an usher they murmured false thanks for the evening, like good-mannered boys whose noble mother had brought them up in the right way.

They reached what they hoped was the exit. Their path remained unimpeded. A slave opened the heavy black curtains for them. Another operated the doors. They passed through to the outer audience chamber.

There, lines of officials were waiting for them, ready to surprise them with what Domitian had planned next.
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In the Camillus Justinus house, proceedings had reached the stage that happens at all the best parties, where nobody remembers the original point. Once this occurs, the party is the point. Why quibble?

There were only three participants, plus a handful of Claudia’s closest slaves, those who had stayed awake, stolid elderly Baeticans who proved the claim she and Quintus always made that their slaves were family members. For Rome, the Camilli were liberal. They lived up to their stated ideals, which high-minded people will not always bother to do.

Nevertheless, the slaves were on duty, so they were serving. They were allowed tots of their own. At least half-full ones.

Since the group was so small, it was all fairly quiet. Besides, children were upstairs, hopefully sleeping. It was thought best not to disturb them, in case they came scampering down in their sleeping tunics to investigate what exciting times their elders were having. In the absence of incense and garlands, not to mention the lack of imported good-time boys (who organised this shindig?), a trio of respectable housewives was hardly going to raise the roof. As Helena said, the roof on the Camillus house was not in a good state and never had been in all her memory; they needed to treat it gently.

The truth was that the effects of the wine hit them so fast mainly because they were unused to it. Not in such desperate quantity. Respectable women, some of them mothers, were no strangers to a warming nip during festivals, a medicinal draught for sickness (one for the patient, one for the exhausted nurse), or a small glass on somebody’s birthday (to reward themselves first for keeping a calendar, then for remembering to look at it in time to fix up a suitable gift). But they did not drink to forget often enough to know that drinking to forget only makes you forget that someone is likely to turn up unexpectedly and find you at it.

In this case it was a small boy. He ran into the room barefoot, sweetly tousled, nervously het up. Claudia mentally went through the list of her children; this was Constans, her seven-year-old. He was prone to anxiety, sometimes suffered with his chest, had had trouble with his reading but was now catching up … His birthday, she knew without consulting, was next month. They had to make a special fuss of him, or he always lost out to Saturnalia.…

“Constans! Why are you out of bed, darling?” burbled the fond mother ineffectually.

Meline had mellowed so much that although she was wary of children, at least Roman ones, she actually held out her arms and took the boy on her lap. Since he was prone to anxiety, he sat very still, staring out at the others, owl-eyed.

“Constans, don’t look so frightened; you are not in any trouble!” his Aunt Helena soothed him. He liked her. She bought good presents. From what Helena had heard about Constans, she supposed there had been bed-wetting, although Quintus had recently assured her that the lad seemed to be over that stage now.… Helena had an introverted son of her own. But dear heavens (thought Claudia) our son is nothing like her crazy Postumus! “Tell us what the matter is,” Helena went on kindly, “and we can do something about it for you, sweetheart.” That was debateable at this point in the party, but they could send a slave to the nursery.

“Someone is coming! I was looking out of a shutter to see if my father would soon be home.”

“Coming down the street?” demanded his mother.

“No, they are here.”

“Outside?”

“The doorman has gone, but I don’t think he wants to let them in.”

Claudia was on her feet in an instant. Silverware flew in all directions as she knocked a tray off a sidetable. Meline caught the falling flagon, even though she was holding the little boy. The container she fielded was actually empty, but this was a superb hand-eye co-ordination. Helena clapped her effort, before they all made a wild stampede to the front doors.

The porter had refused to open up. He did not recognise the transport that had turned up on the doorstep; he became deaf when reminded that Quintus had not taken the family chair out that night, anyway. It was late. It was dark. Even by the standards of Roman porters, this one had always been intransigent. They only kept him because they were too soft-hearted to sell him on. He was taking a stand, nothing new in that. Despite increasingly frustrated banging, he would not risk letting danger in.

“This is the first time you have shown such regard for us!” snapped Claudia. “It could be Quintus Camillus. Get out of my way.”

She herself withdrew the mighty bolts. She cut her finger again, like the last time she tried it. She would not care about that, because she could hear her husband in a rage, bawling about how it was iniquitous for a man to be locked out of his own house.
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By the time they staunched the blood that was oozing from Claudia’s finger and wrenched open the doors, one of which always stuck inconveniently, Quintus and Aulus had disappeared. Tipsy female shrieks occurred. Little Constans covered his ears. Back in the house, two of his brothers had appeared on the stairs, wailing because they thought something was wrong. Children need a quiet routine. They never got it in this house, but since even Mama was now behaving oddly, and quite loudly, tonight struck them as worse than normal.

A curtained litter that no one recognised was already making an exit. Halfway down the road, almost under the aqueduct, it must now be empty, judging by the jaunty way the bearers were picking up their feet as they swung it along. They were in white, Domitian’s palace livery. “Shit!” exclaimed Gaius, running out into the road to look.

“Gaius!”

“Oh, he’s right. Shit and double shit!” Giggling, Aunt Helena conspired with Gaius. The children perked up, intrigued by this variation on their newest phrase. They always regarded Helena as one of them, which their parents could only tolerate patiently. Helena had grown up here. Once she discovered a mind of her own, she had never changed.

When everyone piled back into the house, they met Quintus and Aulus in the hall. They had come through the communicating door after Quintus abandoned swearing at the recalcitrant porter, then Aulus simply used his key to his own house. Two shaken senators had returned—to find, oops, two unexpectedly merry wives. As the night’s story began to be told, the uncontrolled mirth stopped.

There were intense hugs all round. Tears were shed, not always by women. Justinus loped off upstairs, where he did the rounds of his children, reassuring those who were awake, tucking those who had come downstairs back into their beds, gently kissing the warm heads of those who slept. He laid a hand upon each child, reconnecting after the threat of loss.

In his absence, Aulus gave a swift account of the dinner. “He meant it to be horrible—the supposedly most important men of Rome reduced to gibbering wrecks, all of us trapped in that nightmare of confusion about his intentions, with the monster gloating over our discomfort. It did not end when he left. After we emerged from the palace, he continued the process, screwing us with more anxiety. Instead of the familiar retainers most people were expecting to find, palace staff forced us all into transports they summoned up, with escorts that none of us had ever seen before. It was unclear where these unknown men were taking us. Nothing was said. We still thought we might never see our homes again. Everyone had to live through further dread on the journey, imagining we would be dragged off down an alley, then murdered on the city streets.”

“But you’re not. Here you are.”

“Here we are,” said Aulus, though his face was drawn.

“Safe and sound,” added Quintus as he returned. He sounded subdued, looking like a man who might have been praying somewhat intently to his gods. Normally he had no time for such niceties. The lares and penates of the Justinus household would have been rather surprised he acknowledged them tonight.

Then, for once not scrapping but in earnest, he and Aulus came together. The brothers suddenly embraced, lumps in their throats, ordeal over, choking with relief.
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Even their narrow escape from death left Aulus and Quintus silent and depressed. Neither could even find the spirit to complain about coming home from their great adventure to women who had spent their time carousing instead of weeping with fear for their men. Quintus had not even noticed yet that the wine Claudia pulled from the cellar had been his father’s favourite Caecuban.

With little more ado, everyone took themselves off to bed. Helena Justina had been offered her old room by an elderly slave. “Little Aelia has it nowadays, she decided she wanted her own place, but I can move her in with her parents.…”

“No, let their parents have time together.” Helena, convincingly sober by some sleight, wanted to go home to her own family. She needed the kind of reassurance Quintus had sought earlier. To count them. Touch them. Tell them they were loved. To make sure for herself that everyone was there, and safe.… Besides, she knew that her husband, left in charge, would be waiting for news of the situation. She could imagine him prowling about unhappily without her, pretending not to feel worry while he drove himself mad with it.

Night lay upon the Capena Gate. There was a period of rumbling commercial activity as delivery carts inhabited the road system, but after yesterday’s triumph, things were still slow. No one who lived in Rome noticed the familiar racket, anyway. Once their tasks were done, the wheeled vehicles evacuated the city. A quieter time ensued, where partygoers sometimes whooped or thieves yelled at the vigiles. Then there was peace. Stars. Near stillness. What passed for silence in a city of a million people, a city that was never entirely at rest.

Still wound up, Aulus and Quintus found sleep hard to come by. Their crazy evening on the Palatine reimposed itself, chuntering round in their heads obsessively as they tried to escape. Aulus and Meline, who sometimes kept to separate rooms, lay in each other’s arms tonight. Quintus, the tragic traditional husband, had his back to his wife, though he was comforted by Claudia pressed up against him, and had she needed, he would have turned to her. She, exhausted by wine and fearfulness, had collapsed, unable for once to listen out for troubled children. Quintus was doing that, until he too at last found sleep.

Only Aulus lay awake for some time longer. Aulus, the grim brother, the one who had always been most likely to harbour suspicions about situations where everyone assured him there was no need. His teeth clenched. He could not relax. Aulus Camillus had heard his relations congratulate each other that they had survived, that the threat had come to nothing, that the misery was ended. But Aulus assessed this as a crisis that was not yet over. To him, the black banquet’s climax seemed to be missing. Domitian, he reckoned, had unfinished business. So he lay on his back, staring up at the ceiling, trying not to disturb Meline, while he waited alone for the crunch to come. Yet even he succumbed to weariness eventually and sank into a deep slumber.



Just before dawn, the time when raids are carried out and sudden arrests are made, two households were woken by thunderous, protracted knocking.
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More terror.

Stumbling down to see who was attacking their doors, all the Camilli were horrified. As soon as they saw the soldiers, they were sure this time they really were done for. Just when they dared to believe they escaped last night, loud messengers from the Palace had arrived at their homes. They were, after all, being brought a death sentence.

“Morning! Let’s be having you.”

This was a cheery cry from Taurinus, that hardened, diligent officer, still stuck with acting as postman, still subtly troubled by his task. Now he was in charge of waggons. He had two hundred doors to knock on, each time greeting a man who would think that this racket heralded his executioner. There was always a chance, Taurinus knew, that some noble senator, still with sleep in his eyes, would grab a weapon and come running out to spill blood. Nothing to lose. Go down fighting, like his hairy ancestors. Horatius Cocles holding that bridge single-handed. Now some victim of Domitian might finally choose to say no to a polite death. Blood all over the flower urns. Nasty incident. Horribly public.

From various directions, neighbourhood dogs could be heard barking. In other houses, shutters had been discreetly opened.

“Presents!” announced Taurinus. He had been told to keep them guessing until the last moment. “Nice ones,” he added, pretending this was irony. Taurinus had no truck with mothers so he ignored Claudia Rufina, but he winked at Hosidia Meline. She was younger and, in her light sleeping tunic, almost lustworthy. He had taken to her. “These your husbands, are they? Noble A Camillus, noble D ditto?” He sounded chippy. “So, aren’t they the lucky boys!”

The noble A and noble D pushed their wives behind them for safety, not that either of their wives was having it, so the two women moved back out beside them. The senators occupied their home doorsteps, arms folded, knowing that they were probably doomed but ready to turn truculent.

No need for heroics, Taurinus assured them pleasantly. Our Master just wanted to give them treats, mementos of his lovely banquet.

“Oh, he shouldn’t have. The heartburn is enough!” quipped the noble Quintus.

“Nice one, sir! Now look lively, if you please. Sign here!” ordered Taurinus in his now-practiced don’t-give-me-any-trouble voice.

“I shall do it,” said Aulus Camillus, acting the elder brother.

“For what is he signing?” demanded his wife, true daughter of the famous jurist Minas.

Taurinus recited: “Delivered goods. Item: one tombstone. That is, one per person.” The black painted name slabs that had stood beside each dining couch had been cleaned up, revealing an unexpected constituency. “Very desirable, very expensive, very generous of Our Master!” Taurinus congratulated them as the startled beneficiaries noticed that under the dark goo of last night, the tombstones were in fact substantial blocks of solid silver. “What a merry trickster he is.… Item: one serving platter each, elegant comport, seemingly onyx, will look delectable in your display cabinet!” The wives grabbed them. “Item: one slave boy, cleaned up, personal attendant with high-end dancing and serving talents, just watch their habits and their language, which to my mind are both absolutely filthy.”

Aulus used the military response to panic, though he said it quietly. Taurinus responded, with sympathy. “Don’t blame me, sir. I am just the messenger. If anybody asks, I’ll say you was both utterly delighted to get this stuff, shall I?” Aulus and Quintus nodded weakly. Children were crying now—and that was just the two appalling slave boys from the banquet who had been dumped here, almost certainly as spies.

Taking their gifts, the Camillus brothers turned into the Justinus’s house, intending to share more raw mirth at the malevolence of the Emperor’s “joke.”

“I am not having that horrible pervert slave in the same house as my children!” stropped Claudia. “Quintus, I shall give the dirty little beast to your niece Albia. She is setting up a new household and she doesn’t stand for nonsense.”

“She can take ours too,” agreed Meline tartly. “‘We thought you could have them, Albia—you are so scary, you can make them run away.…’ Then my ex-husband, the moneychanger, will turn those hideous tombstones into cash. I shall ask him today, before the silver market crashes due to overload.”

“And maybe today for once,” they chimed fiercely at their husbands, “you noble pair will stay at home for breakfast among your loved ones.”

“All we ever want!” promised the Camillus brothers, sounding meek.

It was too early, but no one would be able to get back to sleep, so Claudia had her Baetican staff bring breakfast now. Appetites returned. The nightmare was over; they had emerged from it unscathed. Everything was all right.

As they ate, light-heartedness coloured requests to pass the chickpeas. Both men were freely teasing their wives over whether they needed a cabbage cure for hangovers; Claudia and Meline acted out disinterest, cradling small cups of mint tea with refined gestures. Wily children snatched slices of Lucanian sausage from other people’s plates. When a saucer of olives was placed on the serving table, a wit cried, “Black food!” so everyone collapsed laughing.…

But perhaps, as their eyes met over their bread rolls, Aulus and Quintus were thinking. As brothers, they knew how to communicate privately. Each could see the other suspected Domitian had miscalculated. He had shown how much he despised the Senate. Yes, he had made clear that his return to Rome would have a cruel tone, while last night he clinched his intention to rule through tyranny. But this relied on his premise that the Senate was composed of cowards.

In fact, Rome had checks and balances. There had always been honourable senators, and the Camilli were not the only ones who were capable of resistance. They, and others at the black banquet, had refused to submit to fear. These dinner guests were all part of a strong network that stretched throughout the empire: relatives, colleagues, contacts in trade and politics, old ties to the legions in which they had served, new ones in provinces where they owned estates. Any emperor relied on the Senate to validate him. They were not moribund: they could vote in a new one and obliterate the predecessor from history.

It had been done; it would be done again. Plotting was a tradition in their family, and they were permanently scarred by it, so what had the brothers to lose? All over Rome that morning, other men who had been made to suffer at the Emperor’s dinner would start to share their mood. It would be slow. It might take years. There would be no oaths, no funny handshakes, no secret notes in code, yet it would happen. Domitian had invited opposition to begin.
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