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Part One

 




High and Low

 




I

 



 

 

 

The slave who came to fetch me on that unseasonably warm spring morning was a young man, hardly more than twenty.

Usually, when a client sends for me, the messenger is a slave from the very lowest rung of the household – a grub, a cripple, a half-wit boy from the stables stinking of dung and sneezing from the bits of straw in his hair. It’s a kind of formality; when one seeks out the services of Gordianus the Finder, one keeps a certain distance and restraint. It’s as if I were a leper, or the priest of some unclean Oriental cult. I’m used to it. I take no offence – so long as my accounts are paid on time and in full.

The slave who stood at my door on this particular morning, however, was very clean and meticulously groomed. He had a quiet manner that was respectful but far from grovelling – the politeness one expects from any young man addressing another man ten years his elder. His Latin was impeccable (better than mine), and the voice that delivered it was as beautifully modulated as a flute. No grub from the stables, then, but clearly the educated and pampered servant of a fond master. The slave’s name was Tiro.

‘Of the household of the most esteemed Marcus Tullius Cicero,’ he added, pausing with a slight inclination of his head to see if I recognized the name. I did not. ‘Come to seek your services,’ he added, ‘on the recommendation of—’

I took his arm, placed my forefinger over his lips, and led him into the house. Brutal winter had been followed by sweltering spring; despite the early hour, it was already far too hot to be standing in an open doorway. It was also far too early to be listening to this young slave’s chatter, no matter how melodious his voice. My temples rolled with thunder. Spidery traces of lightning flashed and vanished just beyond the corners of my eyes.

‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘do you know the cure for a hangover?’

Young Tiro looked at me sidelong, puzzled by the change of subject, suspicious of my sudden familiarity. ‘No, sir.’

I nodded. ‘Perhaps you’ve never experienced a hangover?’

He blushed slightly. ‘No, sir.’

‘Your master allows you no wine?’

‘Of course he does. But as my master says, moderation in all things—’

I nodded. I winced. The slightest movement set off an excruciating pain. ‘Moderation in all things, I suppose, except the hour at which he sends a slave to call at my door.’

‘Oh. Forgive me, sir. Perhaps I should return at a later hour?’

‘That would be a waste of your time and mine. Not to mention your master’s. No, you’ll stay, but you’ll speak no business until I tell you to, and you’ll join me for breakfast in the garden, where the air is sweeter.’

I took his arm again, led him through the atrium, down a darkened hallway, and into the peristyle at the centre of the house. I watched his eyebrows rise in surprise, whether at the extent of the place or its condition I couldn’t be sure. I was used to the garden, of course, but to a stranger it must have appeared quite a shambles – the willow trees madly overgrown, their hanging tendrils touching tall weeds that sprouted from dusty ground; the fountain at the centre long ago run dry, its little marble statue of Pan pocked with age; the narrow pond that meandered through the garden opaque and stagnant, clogged with Egyptian rushes growing out of control. The garden had gone wild long before I inherited the house from my father, and I had done nothing to repair it. I preferred it as it was – an uncontrolled place of wild greenness hidden away in the midst of orderly Rome, a silent vote for chaos against mortared bricks and obedient shrubbery. Besides, I could never have afforded the labour and materials to have the garden put back into formal condition.

‘I suppose this must be rather different from your master’s house.’ I sat in one chair, gingerly so as not to disturb my head, and indicated that Tiro should take the other. I clapped my hands and instantly regretted the noise. I bit back the pain and shouted, ‘Bethesda! Where is that girl? She’ll bring us food in a moment. That’s why I answered the door myself – she’s busy in the pantry. Bethesda!’

Tiro cleared his throat. ‘Actually, sir, it’s rather larger than my master’s.’

I looked at him blankly, my stomach rumbling now in competition with my temples. ‘What’s that?’

‘The house, sir. Bigger than my master’s.’

‘That surprises you?’

He looked down, fearing he had offended me.

‘Do you know what I do for a living, young man?’

‘Not exactly, sir.’

‘But you know it’s something not quite respectable – at least insofar as anything is worthy of respect in Rome these days. But not illegal – at least insofar as legality has any meaning in a city ruled by a dictator. So you’re surprised to find me living in such spacious quarters, as ramshackle as they may be. That’s perfectly all right. I’m sometimes surprised myself. And there you are, Bethesda. Set the tray here, between me and my unexpected but perfectly welcome young guest.’

Bethesda obeyed, but not without a sidelong glance and a quiet snort of disdain. A slave herself, Bethesda did not approve of my keeping informal company with slaves, much less feeding them from my own pantry. When she had finished unloading the tray, she stood before us as if awaiting further instructions. This was merely a pose. It was obvious to me, if not to Tiro, that what she chiefly wanted was a closer look at my guest.

Bethesda stared at Tiro, who seemed unable to meet her gaze. The corners of her mouth drew back. Her upper lip compressed and curled itself into a subtle arc. She sneered.

On most women, a sneer implies an unattractive gesture of disgust. With Bethesda one can never be so certain. A sneer does nothing to spoil her dark and voluptuous allure. In fact, it may increase it. And in Bethesda’s limited but imaginative physical vocabulary, a sneer may mean anything from a threat to a brazen invitation. In this case, I suspect it was a response to Tiro’s genteel lowering of the eyes, a reaction to his shy modesty – the sneer of the wily fox for the comely rabbit. I would have thought that all her appetites had been quenched the night before. Certainly mine had been.

‘Does my master require anything more?’ She stood with her hands at her sides, her breasts upraised, shoulders back. Her eyelids drooped, still heavy with paint from the night before. Her voice carried the sultry, slightly lisping accent of the East. More posing. Bethesda had made up her mind. Young Tiro, slave or not, was worth impressing.

‘Nothing more, Bethesda. Run along.’

She bowed her head, turned, and made her way out of the garden and into the house, weaving sinuously between the hanging branches of willow. Once her back was turned, Tiro’s shyness receded. I followed his gaze, from its origin at his wide-open eyes to its focal point, somewhere just above Bethesda’s gently swaying buttocks. I envied him his modesty and shyness, his hunger, his handsomeness, his youth.

‘Your master won’t allow you to drink, at least not to excess,’ I said. ‘Does he allow you to enjoy a woman now and again?’

I was unprepared for the full depth and ruddy richness of his blush, as blood-red as a sunset over the open sea. Only the young with their smooth, soft cheeks and foreheads can blush that way. Even Bethesda was too old ever to blush like that again, assuming she was still capable of blushing at all.

‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘I have no right to ask you such a question. Here, have some bread. Bethesda makes it herself, and it’s better than you might expect. A recipe passed down from her mother in Alexandria. Or so she says – I have my suspicions that Bethesda never had a mother. And though I bought her in Alexandria, her name is neither Greek nor Egyptian. The milk and the plums should be fresh, though I can’t vouch for the cheese.’

We ate in silence. The garden was still in shadow, but I could feel the sun, palpable, almost menacing, edging along the scalloped tile roof like a burglar planning his descent. By midday the whole garden would be suffused with light, insufferably hot and brilliant, but for now it was cooler than the house, which still retained yesterday’s heat. The peacocks suddenly stirred in their corner; the largest of the males gave a shrill call and broke into a strut, displaying his plumage. Tiro glimpsed the bird and gave a start, unprepared for the spectacle. I chewed in silence, wincing at the occasional twinges of pain that flickered from my jaw to my temples. I glanced at Tiro, whose gaze had abandoned the peacock for the empty doorway where Bethesda had made her exit.

‘Is that the cure for a hangover, sir?’

‘What, Tiro?’

He turned to face me. The absolute innocence of his face was more blinding than the sun, which suddenly broke over the rooftop. His name might be Greek, but except for his eyes, all his features were classically Roman – the smooth moulding of the forehead, cheeks, and chin; the slight exaggeration of the lips and nose. It was his eyes that startled me, a pale lavender shade I had never seen before, certainly not native to Rome – the contribution of an enslaved mother or father brought to the empire’s heart from gods-knew-where. Those eyes were far too innocent and trusting to belong to any Roman.

‘Is that the cure for a hangover?’ Tiro was saying. ‘To take a woman in the morning?’

I laughed out loud. ‘Hardly. More often it’s part of the disease. Or the incentive to recover, for the next time.’

He looked at the food before him, picking at a bit of cheese politely but without enthusiasm. Clearly he was used to better, even as a slave. ‘Bread and cheese, then?’

‘Food helps, if one can keep it down. But the true cure for a hangover was taught to me by a wise physician in Alexandria almost ten years ago – when I was about your age, I suspect, and no stranger to wine. It has served me well ever since. It was his theory, you see, that when one drank in excess, certain humours in the wine, instead of dissolving in the stomach, rose like foul vapours into the head, hardening the phlegm secreted by the brain, causing it to swell and become inflamed. These humours eventually disperse and the phlegm softens. This is why no one dies of a hangover, no matter how excruciating the pain.’

‘Then time is the only cure, sir?’

‘Except for a faster one: thought. The concentrated exercise of the mind. You see, thinking, according to my physician friend, takes place in the brain, lubricated by the secretion of phlegm. When the phlegm becomes polluted or hardened, the result is a headache. But the actual activity of thought produces fresh phlegm to soften and disperse the old; the more intently one thinks, the greater the production of phlegm. Therefore, intense concentration will speed along the natural recovery from a hangover by flushing the humours from the inflamed tissue and restoring the lubrication of the membranes.’

‘I see.’ Tiro looked dubious but impressed. ‘The logic flows very naturally. Of course, one has to accept the starting premises, which cannot be proved.’

I sat back and crossed my arms, nibbling at a piece of crust. ‘The proof is in the cure itself. Already I’m feeling better, you see, having been called upon to explain the mechanics of this cure. And I suspect I shall be entirely cured in a few minutes, after I’ve explained what you’ve come for.’

Tiro smiled cautiously. ‘I fear the cure is failing, sir.’

‘Oh?’

‘You’ve mistaken your pronouns, sir. It’s I who am to explain my coming to you.’

‘On the contrary. It’s true, as you could tell from the look on my face, that I’ve never heard of your master – what was the name, Marcus something-or-other Cicero? A total stranger. Nonetheless, I can tell you a few things about him.’ I paused, long enough to make sure I had the boy’s full attention. ‘He comes from a very proud family, a trait of which he himself has a full share. He lives here in Rome, but his family originally comes from somewhere else, perhaps to the south; they’ve been in the city for no more than a generation. They are something more than comfortably wealthy, though not fabulously so. Am I right so far?’

Tiro looked at me suspiciously. ‘So far.’

‘This Cicero is a young man, like yourself; I suppose a little older. He’s an avid student of oratory and rhetoric, and a follower to some extent of the Greek philosophers. Not an Epicurean, I imagine; perhaps he’s a Stoic, though not devoutly so. Correct?’

‘Yes.’ Tiro was beginning to look uncomfortable.

‘As for your reason for coming, you are seeking out my services for a legal case which this Cicero will be bringing before the Rostra. Cicero is an advocate, just starting out in his career. Nevertheless, this is an important case, and a complicated one. As for who recommended my services, that would be the greatest of Roman lawyers. Hortensius, of course.’

‘Of . . . course.’ Tiro mouthed the words, barely whispering. His eyes were as narrow as his mouth was wide. ‘But how could you—’

‘And the specific case? A case of murder, I think. . . .’

Tiro looked at me sidelong, his astonishment frankly revealed.

‘And not just murder. No, worse than that. Something much worse . . .’

‘A trick,’ Tiro whispered. He looked away, jerking his head, as if it took a great effort to tear his gaze from mine. ‘You do it somehow by looking into my eyes. Magic . . .’

I pressed my fingertips to my temples, elbows akimbo – partly to soothe the pressure of my throbbing temples, but also to mimic a mystic’s theatrical posing. ‘An unholy crime,’ I whispered. ‘Vile. Unspeakable. The murder of a father by his own son. Parricide!’

I released my temples and sat back in the chair. I looked my young guest straight in the eye. ‘You, Tiro of the household of Marcus Tullius Cicero, have come to seek my services to assist your master in his defence of one Sextus Roscius of Ameria, who stands accused of killing the father whose name he bears. And – my hangover is completely gone.’

Tiro blinked. And blinked again. He sat back and ran his forefinger over his upper lip, his brows drawn pensively together. ‘It is a trick, isn’t it?’

I gave him the thinnest smile I could manage. ‘Why? You don’t believe I’m capable of reading your mind?’

‘Cicero says there’s no such thing as second sight or mind reading or foretelling the future. Cicero says that seers and portents and oracles are all charlatans at worst, actors at best, playing on the crowd’s credulity.’

‘And do you believe everything master Cicero says?’ Tiro blushed. Before he could speak I raised my hand. ‘Don’t answer. I would never ask you to say anything against your master. But tell me this: has Marcus Tullius Cicero ever visited the oracle at Delphi? Has he seen the shrine to Magna Mater at Ephesus and tasted the milk that flows from her marble breasts? Or climbed the great pyramids in the dead of night and listened to the voice of the wind rushing through the ancient stones?’

‘No, I suppose not.’ Tiro lowered his eyes. ‘Cicero has never been outside of Italy.’

‘But I have, young man.’ For a moment, I was lost in thought, unable to pull free from a flood of images, sights, sounds, smells of the past. I looked around the garden and suddenly saw just how tawdry it was. I stared at the food before me and realized how dry and tasteless the bread was, how sour the cheese had gone. I looked at Tiro, and remembered who and what he was, and felt foolish for expending so much energy to impress a mere slave.

‘I’ve done all those things, seen all those places. Even so, I suspect in many ways I’m an even greater doubter than your sceptical master. Yes, it’s merely a trick. A game of logic.’

‘But how can simple logic yield new knowledge? You told me you had never heard of Cicero before I came here. I’ve told you nothing at all about him, and yet you’re able to tell me exactly why I’ve come. It’s like producing coins out of thin air. How can you create something out of nothing? Or discover a truth without evidence?’

‘You miss the point, Tiro. It’s not your fault. I’m sure you’re able to think as well as the next man. It’s the sort of logic that’s taught by Roman rhetors that’s the problem. Retrying ancient cases, refighting ancient battles, learning grammar and law by rote, and all with the point of learning how to twist the law to the client’s advantage, with no regard for right or wrong, or up or down for that matter. Certainly with no regard for the simple truth. Cleverness replaces wisdom. Victory justifies all. Even the Greeks have forgotten how to think.’

‘If it’s only a trick, tell me how it’s done.’

I laughed and took a bite of cheese. ‘If I explain, you’ll have less respect for me than if I leave it a mystery.’

Tiro frowned. ‘I think you should tell me, sir. Otherwise, how will I cure myself in the event that I’m ever lucky enough to be allowed to have a hangover?’ A smile showed through the frown. Tiro was capable of striking poses no less than Bethesda. Or myself.

‘Very well.’ I stood up and stretched my arms over my head and was surprised to feel hot sunshine bathing my hands, as palpable as if I had immersed them in steaming water. Half the garden was filled with light. ‘We’ll take a walk around the garden, while it’s still cool enough. Bethesda! I will explain my deductions, Bethesda will take away the food – Bethesda! – and order will be restored.’

We walked slowly, circling the pond. Across the water Bast the cat was stalking dragonflies, her black fur gleaming in the sunlight.

‘Very well, how do I know what I know about Marcus Tullius Cicero? I said he comes from a proud family. That much is obvious from his name. Not the family name Tullius, which I’ve heard before, but the third name, Cicero. Now the third name of a Roman citizen generally identifies the family branch – in this case the Cicero branch of the Tullius family. Or, if no branch name exists, it may be unique to the individual himself, usually describing a physical feature. Naso for a man with a large nose, or Sulla, the name of our esteemed and worthy dictator, so-called for his florid complexion. In either case, Cicero is a most peculiar-sounding name. The word refers to the common chickpea and can hardly be flattering. What exactly is the case with your master?’

‘Cicero is an old family name. They say it comes from an ancestor who had an ugly bump on the tip of his nose, clefted down the middle, something like a chickpea. You’re right, it does sound odd, though I’m so used to it I hardly think of it. Some of my master’s friends say he should drop the name if he means to go into politics or law, but he won’t hear of it. Cicero says that if his family saw fit to adopt such a peculiar name, then the man who first bore that name must have been quite extraordinary, even if no one remembers why. He says he intends to make all Rome know the name of Cicero and respect it.’

‘Proud, as I said. But of course that would apply to virtually any Roman family and certainly to any Roman lawyer. That he lives in Rome I took for granted. That his family roots are to the south I assumed from the name Tullius. I remember having encountered it more than once on the road to Pompeii – perhaps in Aquinum, Interamna, Arpinum—’

‘Exactly,’ Tiro nodded. ‘Cicero has relatives all through that region. He himself was born in Arpinum.’

‘But he did not live there past the age of, oh, nine or ten.’

‘Yes – he was eight when his family moved to Rome. But how do you know that?’

Bast, having given up on catching dragonflies, was rubbing herself against my ankles. ‘Think, Tiro. Ten is the age for a citizen’s formal education to begin, and I suspect, given his knowledge of philosophy and your own erudition, that your master was not educated in a sleepy little town off the road to Pompeii. As for the family not having been in Rome for more than a generation, I assumed that from the very fact that the name Cicero is unfamiliar to me. Had they been here from the time I was young, I would surely have at least heard of them – and I wouldn’t forget a name like that. As for Cicero’s age and wealth and his interest in oratory and philosophy, all that is evident simply from observing you, Tiro.’

‘Me?’

‘A slave is the mirror of his master. Your unfamiliarity with the dangers of wine, your modesty with Bethesda, these indicate that you serve in a household where restraint and decorum are of utmost concern. Such a tone can only be set by the master himself. Cicero is clearly a man of rigorous morals. This can be indicative of purely Roman virtues, but your comment about moderation in all things indicates an appreciation of Greek virtue and Greek philosophy. There is also a great emphasis on rhetoric, grammar, and oratory in the house of Cicero. I doubt that you yourself have ever received a single formal lesson in these fields, but a slave can absorb much from regular exposure to the arts. It shows in your speech and manner, in the polished tones of your voice. Clearly, Cicero has studied long and hard in the schools of language.

‘All of which, taken together, can mean only one thing: that he wishes to be an advocate and present legal cases before the Rostra. I would have assumed so at any rate, from the very fact that you came to ask for my services. Most of my clients – at least the respectable ones – are either politicians or lawyers or both.’

Tiro nodded. ‘But you also knew that Cicero was young and just beginning in his career.’

‘Yes. Well, if he were an established advocate, I would have heard of him already. How many cases has he presented?’

‘Only one,’ Tiro acknowledged, ‘and nothing you would have heard about – a simple partnership case.’

‘Which further confirms his youth and inexperience. As does the fact that he sent you at all. Would it be fair to say that you’re Cicero’s most trusted slave? His favourite servant?’

‘His personal secretary. I’ve been with him all my life.’

‘Carried his books to classes, drilled him in grammar, prepared his notes for his first case before the Rostra?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Then you are not the sort of slave that most advocates send when they wish to call upon Gordianus the Finder. Only a fledgling advocate, embarrassingly ignorant of common custom, would bother to send his right hand to my door. I’m flattered, even though I know the flattery is unintentional. To show my gratitude, I promise not to spread the word that Marcus Tullius Cicero made an ass of himself by sending his best slave to fetch that wretched Gordianus, explorer of dung heaps and infiltrator of hornet’s nests. They’d get a bigger laugh out of that than they ever will out of Cicero’s name.’

Tiro wrinkled his brow. The tip of my sandal caught on a willow root beside the stream. I stubbed my toe and stifled a curse.

‘You’re right,’ Tiro said quietly, sounding very earnest. ‘He’s quite young, just as I am. He doesn’t yet know all these little tricks of the legal profession, the silly gestures and empty formalities. But he does know what he believes in, which is more than you can say for most advocates.’

I gazed down at my toe, surprised to see that it wasn’t bleeding. There are gods in my garden, rustic and wild and unkempt like the garden itself. They had punished me for teasing a naive young slave. I deserved it. ‘Loyalty becomes you, Tiro. Just how old is your master?’

‘Cicero is twenty-six.’

‘And you?’

‘Twenty-three.’

‘A bit older than I would have guessed, both of you. Then I’m not ten years older than you, Tiro, but only seven. Still, seven years can make a great difference,’ I said, contemplating the passion of young men out to change the world. A wave of nostalgia passed through me as gently as the faint breeze that rustled through the willow above our heads. I glanced down into the pond and saw the two of us reflected in a patch of clear water sparkling in the sunlight. I was taller than Tiro, broader in the shoulders and heavier in the middle; my jaw was more prominent, my nose flatter and more hooked, and my eyes, far from being lavender, were a staid Roman brown. All we seemed to have in common were the same unruly black curls; mine were beginning to show strands of grey.

‘You mentioned Quintus Hortensius,’ Tiro said. ‘How did you know that it was he who recommended you to Cicero?’

I laughed softly. ‘I didn’t know. Not for certain. That was a guess, but a good one. The look of amazement on your face immediately confirmed that I was right. Once I knew for a fact that Hortensius was involved, everything became clear to me.

‘Let me explain. One of Hortensius’s men was here, perhaps ten days ago, sounding me out about a case. The one who always comes to me when Hortensius needs my help – just thinking of the creature makes me shudder. Where do men like Hortensius find such abominable specimens? Why do they all end up in Rome, cutting one another’s throats? But of course you wouldn’t know about that side of the legal profession. Not yet.

‘At any rate, this man from Hortensius comes to my door. Asks me all sorts of unrelated questions, tells me nothing – lots of mystery, lots of posing, the sort of wheedling these types engage in when they want to know if the opposition has already approached you about a case. They always think the enemy has got to you first, that you’ll go along and pretend to help them anyway, then stab them in the back at the last moment. I suppose it’s what they themselves would do in my place.

‘Finally he goes his way, leaving a smell in the foyer that Bethesda can’t eradicate with three days’ scrubbing, along with only two clues as to what he was talking about: the name Roscius, and the town of Amelia – did I know the one, had I ever been to the other? Roscius is the name of a famous comedian, of course, one of Sulla’s favourites, everybody knows that. But that’s not whom he meant. Ameria is a little town up in the Umbrian hill country, fifty miles or so north of Rome. Not much reason to go there, unless you want to take up farming. So my answer was no, and no again.

‘A day or two passed. Hortensius’s handyman didn’t come back. I was intrigued. A few questions here and there – it didn’t take much checking to uncover what it was all about: the parricide case upcoming at the Rostra. Sextus Roscius of the town of Ameria stands accused of plotting the murder of his own father here in Rome. Odd – no one seems to know much about the matter, but everyone tells me I’m better off staying clear of it. An ugly crime, they say, certain to be an ugly trial. I kept expecting Hortensius to contact me again, but his creature never reappeared. Two days ago I heard that Hortensius had withdrawn from the defence.’

I gave Tiro a sidelong glance. He kept his eyes on the ground as we walked, hardly looking at me, yet I could almost feel the intensity of his concentration. He was an excellent listener. Had he been other than a slave, what a fine pupil he would have made, I thought; and perhaps, in another life, in another world, I might have made a fine teacher of young men.

I shook my head. ‘Hortensius and his creature and this mysterious trial – I had put it out of my thoughts completely. Then you showed up at my door, telling me I’d been “recommended”. By whom? Possibly, I thought, by Hortensius, who seems to have thought it wiser to pass along the parricide case to someone else. To a younger advocate, probably, someone less experienced. A beginning lawyer who would be excited at the prospect of a major case, or at least a case with such a harrowing penalty. An advocate who wouldn’t know any better – who wouldn’t be in a position to know whatever it is that Hortensius knows. Once you confirmed that it was Hortensius who’d recommended me, it was simple to proceed to the final pronouncement, steered along at every turn by the reactions on your face – which, by the way, is as clear and easy to read as Cato’s Latin.’ I shrugged. ‘To some extent, logic. To some extent, a hunch. I’ve learned to use both in my line of work.’

We walked along in silence for a moment. Then Tiro smiled and laughed. ‘So you do know why I’ve come. And you know what I was to ask you. I hardly have to say a word. You make it very easy.’

I shrugged and spread my hands in a typical Roman gesture of false modesty.

Tiro furrowed his brow. ‘Now if only I could read your thoughts – but I’m afraid that will take some practice. Or does the fact that you’ve treated me so well already mean that you agree – that you’ll lend your services as Cicero needs them? He understands from Hortensius how you work, the fees you’ll expect. Will you do it?’

‘Do what? I’m afraid my mind reading stops here. You’ll have to be more specific.’

‘Will you come?’

‘Where?’

‘To Cicero’s house.’ Seeing the blank expression on my face, Tiro searched for a clearer explanation. ‘To meet him. To discuss the case.’

This stopped me so abruptly that my scraping sandals actually raised a small cloud of dust. ‘Your master truly is ignorant of decorum, isn’t he? He asks me to his house. Asks me, Gordianus the Finder? As a guest? How strange. Yes, I think I very much want to meet this Marcus Tullius Cicero. Heaven knows he needs my help. What a strange one he must be. Yes, of course I’ll come. Just allow me to change into something more appropriate. My toga, I suppose. And shoes, then, not sandals. It will only take a moment. Bethesda! Bethesda!’




II

 



 

 

 

The journey from my house on the Esquiline Hill to that of Cicero, close by the Capitoline, would take more than an hour of steady walking. It had probably taken Tiro half that time to reach my door, but Tiro had set out at dawn. We left at the busiest hour of the morning, when the streets of Rome are flooded with humanity, all stirred into wakefulness by the perpetual engines of hunger, obedience, and greed.

One sees more household slaves on the streets at that hour than at any other time of day. They scurry about the city on a million morning errands, conveying messages, carrying packages, fetching sundries, shopping from market to market. They carry with them the heavy scent of bread, baked fresh in a thousand stone ovens around the city, each oven sending up its slender tendril of smoke like a daily offering to the gods. They carry the scent of fish, freshwater varieties captured nearby in the Tiber, or else more exotic species transported overnight upriver from the port at Ostia – mud-caked molluscs and great fish of the sea, slithering octopi and squid. They carry the scent of blood that oozes from the severed limbs and breasts and carefully extracted organs of cattle, chicken, pigs, and sheep, wrapped in cloth and slung over their shoulders, destined for their masters’ tables and their masters’ already bloated bellies.

No other city I know can match the sheer vitality of Rome at the hour just before mid-morning. Rome wakes with a self-satisfied stretching of the limbs and a deep inhalation, stimulating the lungs, quickening the pulse. Rome wakes with a smile, roused from pleasant dreams, for every night Rome goes to sleep dreaming a dream of empire. In the morning Rome opens her eyes, ready to go about the business of making that dream come true in broad daylight. Other cities cling to sleep – Alexandria and Athens to warm dreams of the past, Pergamum and Antioch to a coverlet of Oriental splendour, little Pompeii and Herculaneum to the luxury of napping till noon. Rome is happy to shake off sleep and begin her agenda for the day. Rome has work to do. Rome is an early riser.

Rome is multiple cities in one. On any given hour’s journey across it, one will see at least several of its guises. To the eyes of those who look at a city and see faces, it is first and foremost a city of slaves, for the slaves far outnumber citizens and freedmen. Slaves are everywhere, as ubiquitous and as vital to the life of the city as the waters of the Tiber or the light of the sun. Slaves are the lifeblood of Rome.

They are of every race and condition. Some spring from a stock indistinguishable from their masters. They walk the streets better dressed and more finely groomed than many a free man; they may lack the toga of a citizen, but their tunics are made of material just as fine. Others are unimaginably wretched, like the pockmarked, half-idiot labourers one sees winding through the streets in ragged files, naked except for a cloth to cover their sex, joined by chains at the ankles and bearing heavy weights, kept in line by bullies with long whips and further tormented by the clouds of flies that follow wherever they go. They hurry to the mines, or to galleys, or to dig the deep foundations of a rich man’s house on their way to an early grave.

To those who look at a city and see not humanity but stone, Rome is overwhelmingly a city of worship. Rome has always been a pious place, sacrificing abundantly (if not always sincerely) to any and every god and hero who might become an ally in the dream of empire. Rome worships the gods; Rome gives adoration to the dead. Temples, altars, shrines, and statues abound. Incense may abruptly waft from any corner. One may step down a narrow winding street in a neighbourhood known since childhood and suddenly come upon a landmark never noticed before – a tiny, crude statue of some forgotten Etruscan god set in a niche and concealed behind a wild fennel bush, a secret known only to the children who play in the alley and the inhabitants of the house, who worship the forsaken and impotent god as a household deity. Or one may come upon an entire temple, unimaginably ancient, so old it is made not of bricks and marble but of worm-eaten wood, its dim interior long ago stripped of all clues of the divinity that once resided there, but still held sacred for reasons no one living can remember.

Other sights are more specialized to their region. Consider my own neighbourhood, with its odd mixture of death and desire. My home sits partway up the Esquiline Hill. Above me is the quarter of the morgue workers, those who tend the flesh of the dead – embalmers, perfume rubbers, stokers of the flame. Day and night a massive column of smoke rises from the summit, thicker and blacker than any other in this city of smoke, and carrying that strangely appealing odour of seared flesh otherwise found only on battlefields. Below my house, at the foot of the hill, is the notorious Subura, the greatest concentration of taverns, gaming houses, and brothels west of Alexandria. The proximity of such disparate neighbours – purveyors of death on one hand and of life’s basest pleasures on the other – can lead to strange juxtapositions.

 

Tiro and I descended the paved footpath that dropped steeply from my front door, passing the blank plaster walls of my neighbours. ‘Be careful here,’ I told him, pointing out the spot where I knew a fresh load of excrement would be waiting, slopped over the wall by the inhabitants of the house on the left. Tiro skipped to his right, barely avoiding the pile, and wrinkled his nose.

‘That wasn’t there when I came up the steps,’ he laughed.

‘No, it looks quite fresh. The mistress of the house,’ I explained with a sigh, ‘comes from some backward little town in Samnium. A million times I’ve explained to her how the public sewers work, but she only answers: “This is the way we did it in Pluto’s Hole,” or whatever her stinking little town is called. It never stays long; sometime during the day the man who lives behind the wall on the right has one of his slaves collect the stuff and cart it off. I don’t know why; the path leads only to my door – I’m the only one who has to look at it, and the only one likely to step in it. Maybe the smell offends him. Maybe he steals it to fertilize his gardens. I only know it’s one of life’s predictable routines – the lady from Pluto’s Hole will throw her family’s shit over the wall every morning; the man across the way will carry it off before nightfall.’ I gave Tiro my warmest smile. ‘I explain this to anyone who’s likely to visit me between sunrise and sunset. Otherwise you’re likely to ruin a perfectly good pair of shoes.’

The pathway broadened. The houses became smaller and drew closer together. At last we reached the foot of the Esquiline and stepped into the wide avenue of the Subura Way. A group of gladiators, heads shaved except for barbaric topknots, came staggering out of the Lair of Venus. The Lair is notorious for cheating its customers, especially visitors to Rome, but natives as well, which is one of the reasons I’ve never patronized it, despite its convenient proximity to my house. Cheated or not, the gladiators seemed satisfied. They staggered into the street grasping one another’s shoulders for support and bellowing out a song that had as many tunes as there were voices to sing it, still drunk after what must have been a very long night of debauchery.

At the edge of the street a group of young trigon players broke and scattered to get out of the gladiators’ way, then reformed to begin a fresh round, each taking his turn at the points of a triangle drawn in the dust. They slapped the leather ball back and forth, laughing loudly. They were hardly more than boys, but I’d seen them going in and out of the side entrance to the Lair often enough to know that they were employed there. It was a testament to the energy of youth that they should be up and playing so early, after a long night’s work in the brothel.

We turned right, proceeding westward along the Subura Way, following the drunken gladiators. Another road descending from the Esquiline emptied into a broad intersection ahead. A rule in Rome: the wider the street or the greater the square, the more crowded and impassable it will be. Tiro and I were forced to walk in single file, threading our way through the sudden congestion of carts and animals and makeshift markets. I quickened my pace and called back at him to keep up; soon we caught up with the gladiators. Predictably, the crowd parted for them like mist before a heavy gust of wind. Tiro and I followed in their wake.

‘Make way!’ a loud voice suddenly called. ‘Make way for the dead!’ A cluster of white-robed embalmers pressed in upon our right, coming down from the Esquiline. They pushed a long, narrow cart bearing a body that was wrapped in gauze and seemed to float in a cocoon of fragrances – attar of roses, unguent of clove, unnameable Oriental spices. As always the smell of smoke clung to their clothing, mixed with the odour of burning flesh from the vast crematoria up on the hill.

‘Make way!’ their leader shouted, brandishing a slender wooden rod of the sort one might use to discipline mildly a dog or a slave. He struck nothing but empty air, but the gladiators took offence. One of them slapped the rod from the embalmer’s hand. It flew spinning through the air and would have struck me in the face had I not ducked. I heard a squeal of painful surprise behind me, but didn’t bother to look. I stayed low and reached for Tiro’s sleeve.

The press of the crowd was too thick for escape. Instead of quietly turning back, as circumstances recommended, strangers were suddenly pushing in from all sides, smelling the prospect of violence and afraid they might miss seeing it. They were not disappointed.

The embalmer was a short man, pot-bellied, wrinkled, and balding. He rose to his full height and a little beyond, straining on tiptoes. He shoved his face, twisted with rage, against the gladiator’s. He wrinkled his nose at the gladiator’s breath – even from where I stood I caught a whiff of garlic and stale wine – and hissed at him like a snake. The sight was absurd, pathetic, alarming. The huge gladiator responded with a loud burp and another slap, this one knocking the embalmer backwards against the cart. There was a sharp crack of bone or wood, or both; the embalmer and the cart collapsed together.

I tightened my grasp on Tiro’s sleeve. ‘This way,’ I hissed, indicating a sudden opening in the crowd. Before we could reach it the breach was filled with a crush of new spectators.

Tiro made a peculiar noise. I wheeled around. The noise was less peculiar than the expression on his face. He was looking downwards. There was a hard, heavy nudge against my ankles. The cart had spilled its contents onto the street. The body had rolled face-up against my feet, its gauzy shroud unwinding behind it.

The corpse was that of a woman, hardly more than a girl. She was blonde and pale, the way that all corpses are pale when drained of their blood. Despite the waxiness of her flesh, there was evidence of what had once been considerable beauty. The tumble had ripped her gown, baring a single breast as white and hard as alabaster, and a single nipple the colour of faded roses.

I glanced at Tiro’s face, at his lips parted with spontaneous, unthinking lust, yet twisted at the corners with an equally spontaneous revulsion. I looked up and spotted another opening in the crowd. I stepped towards it, pulling on Tiro’s sleeve, but he was rooted to the spot. I pulled harder. There was sure to be real trouble now.

At that instant I heard the unmistakable metallic slither of a dagger pulled from its sheath and glimpsed a flash of steel from the corner of my eye. It was not one of the gladiators who had drawn the weapon – the figure was on the opposite side of the cart, in the midst of the embalmers. A bodyguard? One of the dead girl’s relatives? An instant later – so quickly there was no sense of motion at all, only of displacement – both figure and glint of steel were on the nearer side of the cart. There was a strange ripping noise, tiny but somehow final. The gladiator bent double, clutching his belly. He grunted, then moaned, but the noise was submerged in a loud collective shriek.

I never actually saw the assassin or the crime; I was too busy trying to push through the crowd, which scattered like kernels of grain from a ruptured sack the moment the first drop of blood fell to the paving stones.

‘Come on!’ I shouted, dragging Tiro behind me. He was still staring over his shoulder at the dead girl, unaware, I thought, of what had happened. But when we were safely away, well beyond the scuffling and confusion that continued around the upset cart; he drew up alongside me and said in a low voice, ‘But we should stop and go back, sir. We were witnesses.’

‘Witnesses to what?’

‘To a murder!’

‘I saw nothing. And neither did you. You were looking at the dead girl the whole time.’

‘No, I saw the whole thing.’ He swallowed hard. ‘I saw a murder.’

‘You don’t know that. The gladiator may recover. Besides, he’s probably just a slave.’ I winced at the flash of pain in Tiro’s eyes.

‘We should go back, anyway,’ Tiro snapped. ‘The stabbing was just the beginning. It’s still going on, see? Half the marketplace has been pulled into it now.’ He raised his eyebrows, struck by an idea. ‘Lawsuits! Perhaps one of the parties will be needing a good advocate.’

I stared at him, quietly amazed. ‘Master Cicero is a lucky man, indeed. How practical you are, Tiro. A brutal stabbing takes place before your very eyes, and what do you see? A business prospect.’

Tiro was stung by my laughter. ‘But some advocates make a great deal of money that way. Cicero says that Hortensius employs no fewer than three servants whose only job is to roam the streets, keeping an eye out for likely cases.’

I laughed again. ‘I doubt that your Cicero would care to take on that gladiator for a client, or the gladiator’s owner. More to the point, I doubt that they would care to deal with your master, or with any other advocate. The interested parties will seek justice in the usual way: blood for blood. If they don’t care to take on the job themselves – though the stabbed man’s friends hardly look cowardly or squeamish to me – they’ll do what everyone else does, and hire one of the gangs to do it for them. The gang will find the assailant, or the assailant’s brother, and stab him in return; the new victim’s family will hire a rival gang to return the violence, and so on. That, Tiro, is Roman justice.’

I managed to smile, giving Tiro permission to take it as a joke. Instead, his face became more clouded. ‘Roman justice,’ I said more sombrely, ‘for those who can’t afford an advocate, or perhaps don’t even know what an advocate is. Or know, and don’t trust them, believing all courts are a sham. It’s just as likely that what we saw was the middle of such a blood feud, not its beginning. The man with the knife may have had nothing to do with the embalmers or the dead girl. Perhaps he was just waiting for the right moment to strike the blow, and who knows why or how far back the quarrel goes? Best to keep your nose out of it. There’s no one you can call upon to stop it.’

This last was true, and a constant source of astonishment to visitors from foreign capitals, or to anyone unaccustomed to life in a republic: Rome has no police force. There is no armed municipal body to keep order within the city walls. Occasionally some violence-weary senator will propose that such a force be created. The response on all sides is immediate: ‘But who will own these police?’ And they are right. In a country ruled by a king, the loyalty of the police runs in a clear, straight line to the monarch. Rome, on the other hand, is a republic (ruled at the time of which I write by a dictator, it is true, but a temporary and constitutionally legal dictator). In Rome, whoever plotted and schemed to get himself appointed chief of such a police force would simply use it for his own aggrandizement, while his minions’ biggest problem would be deciding from whom to accept the largest bribe, and whether to serve that person or stab him in the back. Police would serve only as a tool for one faction to use against another. Police would merely become one more gang for the public to contend with. Rome chooses to live without police.

We left the square behind, and the Subura Way as well. I led Tiro into a narrow street I knew of, a shortcut. Like most streets in Rome, it has no name. I call it the Narrows.

The street was dim and musty, hardly more than a slit between two high walls. The bricks and paving stones were beaded with moisture, spotted with mould. The walls themselves seemed to sweat; the cobblestones exhaled the odour of dampness, an almost animal smell, rank and not entirely unpleasant. It was a street never touched by the sun, never dried by its heat, or purified by its light – filled with steam at high summer, coated with ice in winter, eternally damp. There are a thousand such streets in Rome, tiny worlds set apart from the greater world, secluded and self-contained.

The alley was too narrow for us to walk side by side. Tiro followed behind me. From the direction of his voice I could tell that he kept glancing back over his shoulder. From the timbre of his voice I knew he was nervous. ‘Are there a lot of stabbings in this neighbourhood?’

‘In the Subura? Constantly. In broad daylight. That’s the fourth I know of this month, though it’s the first I’ve actually witnessed. The warmer weather brings it on. But it’s really no worse in the Subura than anywhere else. You can have your throat slit just as easily on the Palatine, or in the middle of the Forum, for that matter.’

‘Cicero says it’s Sulla’s fault.’ The sentence began boldly but ended with an oddly stifled catch. I didn’t have to see Tiro’s face to know it had reddened. Rash words, for a citizen to criticize our beloved dictator. Rasher still for his slave to repeat it carelessly. I should have let the matter drop, but my curiosity was piqued.

‘Your master is no admirer of Sulla, then?’ I tried to sound casual, to set Tiro at ease. But Tiro did not answer.

‘Cicero is wrong, you know, if that’s what he thinks – that all the crime and chaos in Rome is Sulla’s fault. Bloodshed in the streets hardly began with Sulla – though Sulla has certainly contributed his share of it.’ There, I had put my foot onto thin ice myself. Still Tiro did not respond. Walking behind me, not having to meet my eyes, he could simply pretend not to hear. Slaves learn early to feign convenient deafness and a wandering mind. I could have stopped and turned around to face him, but that would have been making too much of the matter.

Yet I would not let it go. There is something about the mere mention of the name Sulla that fans a fire in every Roman, whether friend or foe, accomplice or victim.

‘Most people credit Sulla with having restored order to Rome. At a very high price perhaps, and not without a bloodbath – but order is order, and there’s nothing a Roman values more highly. But I take it Cicero has another view?’

Tiro said nothing. The narrow street wound to the left and right, making it impossible to see more than a few feet ahead. Occasionally we passed a doorway or a window, slightly recessed in the wall, always shut. We could hardly have been more alone.

‘Of course Sulla is a dictator,’ I said. ‘That chafes the Roman spirit: We are all free men – at least those of us who aren’t slaves. But after all, a dictator isn’t a king; so the lawmakers tell us. A dictatorship is perfectly legal, so long as the Senate approves. For emergencies only, of course. And only for a set period of time. If Sulla has kept his powers for almost three years now instead of the legally prescribed one – well, then, perhaps that’s what offends your master. The untidiness of it.’

‘Please,’ Tiro said in a strained whisper. ‘You shouldn’t go on about it. You never know who might be listening.’

‘Ah, the walls themselves have ears – another bit of wisdom from Master Chickpea’s cautious lips?’

That finally stirred him up. ‘No! Cicero always speaks his mind – he’s as unafraid to say what he thinks as you are. And he knows a great deal more about politics than you seem to think. But he’s not foolhardy. Cicero says: Unless a man is well versed in the arts of rhetoric, then the words he utters in a public place will quickly fly out of his control, like leaves on the wind. An innocent truth can be twisted in a fatal lie. That’s why he forbids me to speak of politics outside his household. Or with untrustworthy strangers.’

That put me in my place. Tiro’s silence and anger both were justified; I had deliberately baited him. But I didn’t apologize, not even in the roundabout and stuffy manner that free men sometimes use to apologize to slaves. Anything that might give me a clearer picture of Cicero before I met him was worth the trifling expense of offending his slave. Besides, one should know a slave very well before letting him know that his insolence pleases you.

We walked on. The Narrows widened just enough to let two walk abreast. Tiro caught up with me a bit, but not enough to walk side by side with me, keeping a formal distance behind and to my left. We reentered the Subura Way near the Forum. Tiro indicated that it would be quicker to walk directly through the Forum rather than around it. We passed through the heart of the city, the Rome that visitors think of, with its magnificent courts and fountains, temples and squares, where the law is made and the greatest gods are worshipped in their finest houses.

We passed by the Rostra itself, the high pedestal decorated with the beaks of captured ships, from which orators and advocates plead the greatest cases in Roman law. Nothing more was said of the dictator Sulla, yet I could not help but wonder if Tiro was thinking, as I was, of the scene at this very spot only a year before, when the heads of Sulla’s enemies lined the Forum, hundreds every day, stricken from their bodies and mounted on stakes. The blood of his victims still showed as rusty stains against the otherwise white, unblemished stone.
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As Tiro had said, Cicero’s house was considerably smaller than my own. Its exterior was almost self-consciously modest and sedate, a single-storey structure without a single ornament. The face it presented to the street was utterly blank, nothing more than a wall of saffron stucco pierced by a narrow wooden door.

The apparent modesty of Cicero’s home signified little. We were, of course, in one of the most expensive neighbourhoods in Rome, where size gives little indication of wealth. Even the smallest house here might be worth the price of a block of villas in the Subura. Besides that, the wealthier classes of Rome have traditionally shunned any display of ostentation in their homes, at least as regards the exterior. They claim this is a matter of good taste. I suspect it has more to do with their fear that a vulgar show of wealth might kindle jealousy among the mob. Consider also that a costly decoration on the outside of a house is far easier to carry off than the same decoration safely displayed somewhere inside.

Such austerity and restraint have never ceased to be regarded as ideal. Even so, in my own lifetime I have seen a definite veering towards public opulence. This is notably true among the young and ambitious, especially those whose fortunes flowered in the wake of the civil war and Sulla’s triumph. They add a second storey; they build porticoes upon their roofs. They instal statuary imported from Greece.

Nothing of the sort appeared on the street where Cicero lived. Decorum reigned. The houses turned their backs upon the street, facing inward, having nothing to say to any stranger who might wander by, reserving their secret life for those privileged to enter within.

The street was short and quiet. There were no markets at either end, and wandering vendors apparently knew better than to disturb the silence. Grey paving stones underfoot, pale blue sky above, faded stucco stained by rain and cracked by heat on either side; no other colours were allowed, least of all green – not a single unruly weed could be seen sprouting through the cobbles or springing up beside a wall, much less a flower or a tree. The very air, rising odourless and hot from the paving stones, breathed the sterile purity of Roman virtue.

Even in the midst of such restraint, the house of Cicero was particularly austere. In an ironic way it was so unassuming that it actually drew attention to itself – there, one might say, there is the ideal dwelling for a wealthy Roman of the most rarefied Roman virtue. The little house looked so modest and so narrow that one might have assumed it to be the home of a once-wealthy Roman matron, now widowed and in reduced circumstances; or perhaps the town house of a rich country farmer who came to the city only for occasional business, never to entertain or enjoy a holiday; or perhaps (and so it was, in fact) such an austere house on such an unassuming street might belong to a young bachelor of substantial means and old-fashioned values, a citified son of country parents poised to seek his fortune among Rome’s higher circles, a young man of stern Roman virtue so sure of himself that even youth and ambition could not lure him into the vulgar missteps of fashion.

Tiro rapped upon the door.

A few moments later a greybearded slave opened it. Afflicted by some palsy, the old man’s head was in constant motion, nodding up and down and tilting from side to side. He took his time in recognizing Tiro, peering and squinting and extending his head on its slender neck in turtle fashion. The nodding never ceased. Finally he smiled a toothless smile and stepped aside, pulling the door wide open.

The foyer was in the shape of a semicircle with its straight wall to our backs. The curving wall before us was pierced by three doorways, each flanked by slender columns and capped with a pediment. The corridors beyond were concealed by curtains of rich red fabric, embroidered along the bottom with an acanthus motif in yellow. Standing Grecian lamps at either corner and a floor mosaic of no great distinction (Diana in pursuit of a boar) completed the decoration. It was as I had expected. The vestibule was adequately restrained and tasteful so as not to contradict the sternness of the stucco facade, yet so expensively appointed as to belie any impression of poverty.

The old doorkeeper indicated with a gesture that we should wait. Silent and smiling, he withdrew through the curtained doorway to our left, his wizened head bobbing above his narrow shoulders like a cork on gentle waves.

‘An old family retainer?’ I asked. I waited until he had passed from sight, and kept my voice low. Obviously the old man’s ears were sharper than his eyes, for he had heard well enough to answer the door; and it would have been rude to talk about him in his presence, as if he were a slave, for he was not. I had noticed the ring of manumission upon his finger, marking him a freedman and citizen.

‘My grandfather,’ Tiro answered, with more than a little pride in his voice, ‘Marcus Tullius Tiro.’ He craned his neck and looked towards the doorway, as if he could see through the red curtain to watch the old man’s shuffling progress down the corridor. The embroidered bottom edge of the curtain wavered slightly, lifted by a breeze. Thus I deduced that the hallway to the left led somehow to fresh air and sky, probably to the atrium at the heart of the house, where presumably Master Cicero was taking comfort in the heat of the morning.

‘Then your line has been serving the family for at least three generations?’ I said.

‘Yes, though my father died when I was very small, before I had the chance to know him. As did my mother. Old Tiro is the only family I have.’

‘And how long ago did your master free him?’ I asked, for it was Cicero’s first and family names that the old man now bore in addition to his old slave name: Marcus Tullius Tiro, freed by Marcus Tullius Cicero. Such is the tradition, that an emancipated slave will take the first two names of the man who frees him, giving them precedence to his own.

‘Going on five years now. Cicero’s grandfather back in Arpinum owned him until that time. Owned me as well, though I’ve always been with Cicero, since we both were boys. The old master transferred ownership as a gift when Cicero completed his studies and set up his own household here in Rome. That was when Cicero freed him. Cicero’s grandfather would never have bothered. He doesn’t believe in manumission, no matter how old a slave becomes, no matter how long or how well he serves a master. The Tullius family may have come from Arpinum, but they’re Roman to the core. They’re a very stern and old-fashioned family.’

‘And you?’

‘Me?’

‘Do you suppose Cicero will one day free you as well?’

Tiro coloured. ‘You ask the strangest questions, sir.’

‘Only because it’s my nature. My profession, as well. You must have asked yourself the same question already, more than once.’

‘Doesn’t every slave?’ There was no bitterness in Tiro’s voice, only a pale and unassuming note of sadness, a particular melancholy I had met before. I knew then, in that instant, that young Tiro was one of those slaves, naturally intelligent and brought up amid wealth, who bears the curse of realizing how arbitrary and capricious are the whims of Fortune, which make one man a slave all his life and another a king, when at root there is no discernible difference between them. ‘One of these days,’ he said quietly, ‘when my master is established, when I’m older. Anyway, what’s the use of being free unless you want to start a family? It’s the only advantage I can see. And that’s something I don’t think about. Not often, anyway.’

Tiro turned his face away, looking towards the doorway, staring at the spot where his grandfather had stepped through the curtain. He looked back at me and his face rearranged itself. It took me a moment to realize that he was smiling. ‘Besides,’ he said, ‘better to wait until my grandfather dies. Otherwise there’ll be two freedmen named Marcus Tullius Tiro, and how would men tell us apart?’

‘How do they tell you apart now?’

‘Tiro and Old Tiro, naturally.’ He smiled a more genuine smile. ‘Grandfather won’t answer to the name Marcus. He thinks it’s bad luck somehow if you call him that. Tempting the gods. Besides, he’s too old to get used to a new name, even if he is proud of it. And it’s no use calling him, anyway. These days he’ll answer the door and that’s about it. He can take a very long time. I think my master likes it that way. Cicero thinks it’s good manners to keep guests waiting at the door, and even better manners to keep them pacing here in the anteroom, at least on a first visit, while Old Tiro announces them.’

‘Is that what we’re doing now? Waiting to be announced?’

Tiro crossed his arms and nodded. I looked around the room. There was not even a bench to sit upon. Very Roman, I thought.

At length Old Tiro returned, lifting the curtain for his master. How shall I describe Marcus Tullius Cicero? The beautiful all look alike, but a plain man is plain according to his own peculiarity. Cicero had a large forehead, a fleshy nose, and thinning hair. He was of medium height, with a thin chest, narrow shoulders, and a long neck with a prominent knob protruding from the gullet. He looked considerably older than his twenty-six years.

‘Gordianus,’ Tiro said, introducing me. ‘The one they call the Finder.’

I nodded. Cicero smiled warmly. There was a restless, inquisitive sparkle in his eyes. I was immediately impressed, without quite knowing why.

And in the next instant dismayed when Cicero opened his mouth to speak. He said only two words, but that was enough. The voice that came from his throat was high and grating. Tiro, with his sweet modulations, should have been the orator. Cicero had a voice fit for an auctioneer or a comic actor, a voice as peculiar as his name. ‘This way,’ he said, indicating that we should follow him through the red curtain.

The hallway was quite short, hardly a hallway at all. We walked between unadorned walls for only a few paces, and then both walls ended. To the right was a broad curtain of pale yellow gauze, so fine I could see straight through it into the small but immaculately kept atrium beyond. Open to the sun and sky, the atrium was like a well carved out of the house, a reservoir spilling over with heat and light. At its centre a tiny fountain splashed. The gauzy curtain rippled and billowed gently, like a mist disturbed by a puff of air, like a living membrane sighing at the slightest breeze.

Facing the atrium was a large, airy room lit by narrow windows set high in the ceiling. The walls were of white plaster. The furniture was all of dark polished wood in rustic designs, embellished by subtle flourishes of woodwork, silver clasps, and inlays of mother-of-pearl, carnelian, and lapis.

The room was filled with an astonishing number of scrolls. This was Cicero’s library and his study. Such rooms are often the most intimate in the homes of wealthy men, revealing more about their owners than do bedchambers or dining rooms, which are the domain of women and slaves. It was a private room, indelibly marked by its owner, but a public room as well – testifying to this were the number of chairs scattered about, some of them pulled close together, as if they had just been vacated by a huddled group of visitors. Cicero gestured to a group of three chairs, seated himself, and indicated that we should do likewise. What kind of man greets guests in his library rather than in his dining room or veranda? A man with Greek pretensions, I thought. A scholar. A lover of knowledge and wisdom. A man who would open a conversation with a total stranger with a gambit such as this:

‘Tell me something, Gordianus the Finder – have you ever considered murdering your father?’
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What must my face have looked like? I suppose I gave a start, winced, looked askance. Cicero saw all and smiled in that demure way that orators smile whenever they successfully manipulate an audience. Actors (I have known more than a few) feel much the same sort of satisfaction, the same thrill of power. The herdsman reveals the truth to Oedipus, and with a single word elicits gasps of shock and dismay from a thousand throats, all responding on cue. Behind his mask the herdsman smiles and makes his exit.

I pretended to gaze with an abstracted air at some nearby scrolls; I could see from the corner of my eye that Cicero still watched me, intent on gauging my every reaction. Orators think they can control everyone and everything with their words. I strained to bleed every hint of expression from my face.

‘My father,’ I began, and then had to pause to clear my throat, hating the interruption, for it seemed a sign of weakness. ‘My father is already dead, esteemed Cicero. He died many years ago.’ The mischief in his eyes receded. He frowned.

‘My apologies,’ he said quietly, with a slight bow of his head. ‘I meant no offence.’

‘None was taken.’

‘Good.’ After a suitable interval the frown vanished. The look of mischief returned. ‘Then you won’t mind if I pose the same question again – purely as a hypothetical matter, of course. Suppose then, only suppose, that you had a father you wished to be rid of. How would you go about it?’

I shrugged. ‘How old is the old man?’

‘Sixty, perhaps sixty-five.’

‘And how old am I – hypothetically speaking?’

‘Perhaps forty.’

‘Time,’ I said. ‘Whatever the complaint, time will take care of it, as surely as any other remedy.’

Cicero nodded. ‘Simply wait, you mean. Sit back. Relax. Allow nature to take its course. Yes, that would be the easiest way. And perhaps, though not necessarily, the safest. Certainly, it’s what most people would do, confronted with another person whose existence they can hardly bear – especially if that person is older or weaker, especially if he happens to be a member of the family. Most especially if he happens to be one’s father. Bear the discomfort and be patient. Let it be resolved by time. After all, no one lives forever, and the young usually outlive their elders.’

Cicero paused. The yellow gauze gently rose and fell as if the whole house exhaled. The room was flooded with heat. ‘But time can be something of a luxury. Certainly, if one waits long enough, an old man of sixty-five will eventually expire on his own – though he may be an old man of eighty-five before that happens.’

He rose from his chair and began to pace. Cicero was not a man to orate while sitting still. I would later come to see his whole body as a sort of engine – the legs deliberately pacing, the arms in motion, the hands shaping ponderous gestures, the head tilting, the eyebrows oscillating up and down. None of these movements was an end in itself. Instead they were all connected together somehow, and all subservient to his voice, that strange, irritating, completely fascinating voice – as if his voice were an instrument and his body the machine that produced it; as if his limbs and digits were the gears and levers necessary to manufacture the voice that issued from his mouth. The body moved. The voice emerged.

‘Consider,’ he said – a tilt of the head, a subtle flourish of the hand – ‘an old man of sixty-five, a widower living alone in Rome. Not at all the reclusive type. He’s quite fond of going to dinners and parties. He loves the arena and the theatre. He frequents the baths. He even patronizes – I swear it, at sixty-five! – the neighbourhood brothel. Pleasure is his life. As for work, he’s retired. Oh, there’s money to spare. Valuable estates in the countryside, vineyards and farms – but he doesn’t bother with that any more. He’s long left the work of running things to someone younger.’

‘To me,’ I said.

Cicero smiled slightly. Like all orators, he hated any interruption, but the question proved that I was at least listening. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘hypothetically speaking. To you. To his hypothetical son. As for the old man, his own life is now devoted solely to pleasure. In its pursuit he walks the streets of the city at all hours of the day and night, attended only by his slaves.’

‘He has no bodyguard?’ I said.

‘None to speak of. Two slaves accompany him. More for convenience than protection.’

‘Armed?’

‘Probably not.’

‘My hypothetical father is asking for trouble.’

Cicero nodded. ‘Indeed. The streets of Rome are hardly the place for any decent citizen to go gadding about in the middle of the night. Especially an older man. Especially if he has the look of money about him, and no armed guard. Foolhardy! Taking his life into his hands, day by day – such an old fool. Sooner or later he’ll come to no good end, or so you think. And yet, year after year he keeps up this outrageous behaviour, and it comes to nothing. You begin to think that some invisible demon or spirit must be looking after him, for he never comes to harm. Never once is he robbed. Not once is he even threatened. The worst that occurs is that he may be accosted by a beggar or a drunkard or some vagrant whore late at night, and these he can easily handle with a coin or a word to his slaves. No, time seems not to be cooperating. Left to his own devices, the old man may very well live forever.’

‘And would that be so bad? I think I’m beginning to like him.’

Cicero raised an eyebrow. ‘On the contrary, you hate him. Never mind why. Simply assume for the moment that, for whatever reason, you want him dead. Desperately.’

‘Time would still be easiest. Sixty-five, you said – how is his health?’

‘Excellent. Probably better than yours. And why not? Everyone is always saying how overworked you are, running the estates, raising your family, working yourself into an early grave – while the old man hasn’t a care in the world. All he does is enjoy himself. In the morning he rests. In the afternoon he plans his evening. In the evening he stuffs himself with expensive food, drinks to excess, carouses with men half his age. The next morning he recovers at the baths and begins all over again. How is his health? I told you, he still patronizes the local whorehouse.’

‘Food and drink have been known to kill a man,’ I ventured. ‘And they say that many a whore has stopped an old man’s heart.’

Cicero shook his head. ‘Not good enough, too unreliable. You hate him, don’t you understand? Perhaps you fear him. You grow impatient for his death.’

‘Politics?’ I offered.

Cicero ceased his pacing for a moment, smiled, and then resumed. ‘Politics,’ he said. ‘Yes, in these days, in Rome – politics could certainly kill a man more quickly and surely than high living or a whore’s embrace or even a midnight stroll through the Subura.’ He spread his hands wide open in an orator’s despair. ‘Unfortunately, the old man is one of those remarkable creatures who manages to go through life without ever having any politics at all.’

‘In Rome?’ I said. ‘A citizen and a landowner? Impossible.’

‘Then say that he’s one of those men like a rabbit – charming, vacuous, harmless. Never attracting attention to himself, never giving offence. Not worth the bother of hunting, so long as there’s larger game afoot. Surrounded on every side by politics, like a thicket of nettles, yet able to slip through the maze without a scratch.’

‘He sounds clever. I like this old man more and more.’

Cicero frowned. ‘Cleverness has nothing to do with it. The old man has no strategy except to slip through life with the least possible inconvenience. He’s lucky, that’s all. Nothing reaches him. The Italian allies rise in revolt against Rome? He comes from Ameria, a village that waits until the last moment to join the revolt, then reaps the first fruits of the reconciliation; that’s how he became a citizen. Civil war between Marius and Sulla, then between Sulla and Cinna? The old man wavers in his loyalty – a realist and an opportunist like most Romans these days – and emerges like the delicate maiden who traverses a raging stream by hopping from stone to stone without even getting her sandals wet. Those who have no opinions are the only people safe today. A rabbit, I tell you. If you leave it to politics to put him in danger, he’ll live to be a hundred.’

‘Surely he can’t be as vapid as you describe. Every man takes risks these days just by being alive. You say he’s a landowner, with interests in Rome. He must be a client to some influential family. Who are his patrons?’

Cicero laughed. ‘Even there he chooses the blandest, safest possible family to ally himself with – the Metelli. Sulla’s in-laws – or at least they were until Sulla divorced his fourth wife. And not just any of the Metelli, but the oldest, the most inert, and endlessly respectable of its many branches. Somehow or other he ingratiated himself to Caecilia Metella. Have you ever met her?’

I shook my head.

‘You will,’ he said mysteriously. ‘No, politics will never kill this old man for you. Sulla may fill up the Forum with heads on sticks, the Field of Mars may become a bowl of blood tipping into the Tiber – you’ll still find the old man traipsing about after dark in the worst parts of town, stuffed from a dinner party at Caecilia’s, blithely on his way to the neighbourhood whorehouse.’

Cicero abruptly sat down. The machine, it seemed, needed an occasional rest, but the cracked instrument continued to play. ‘So you see that fate will not cooperate in taking the odious old man off your hands. Besides, it may be that there’s some urgent reason that you want him dead – not just hatred or a grudge, but some crisis immediately at hand. You have to take action yourself.’

‘You suggest that I murder my own father?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Impossible.’

‘You must.’

‘Un-Roman!’

‘Fate compels you.’

‘Then – poison?’

He shrugged. ‘Possibly, if you had the proper access. But you’re not an ordinary father and son, coming and going in each other’s household. There’s been some bitterness between you. Consider: the old man has his own town house here in Rome, and seldom sleeps anywhere else. You live at the old family home in Ameria, and on the rare occasions when business brings you into the city, you never sleep in your father’s house. You stay with a friend instead, or even at an inn – the quarrel between you runs that deep. So you don’t have easy access to the old man’s dinner before he eats it. Bribe one of his servants? Unlikely and highly uncertain – in a family divided, the slaves always choose sides. They’ll be far more loyal to him than to you. Poison is an unworkable solution.’

The yellow curtain rippled. A gust of warm air slipped beneath its hem and entered the room like a mist clinging low to the ground. I felt it pool and eddy about my feet, heavy with the scent of jasmine. The morning was almost over. The true heat of the day was about to begin. I suddenly felt sleepy. So did Tiro; I saw him stifle a yawn. Perhaps he was simply bored. This was probably not the first time that he had heard his master run through the same string of arguments, refining his logic, worrying over the particular polish and gloss of each phrase.

I cleared my throat. ‘Then the solution seems obvious, esteemed Cicero. If the father must be murdered – at the instigation of his own son, a crime almost too hideous to contemplate – then it should be done when the old man is most vulnerable and most accessible. Some moonless night, on his way home from a party, or on his way to a brothel. No witnesses at that hour, at least none who’d be eager to testify. Gangs roaming the streets. There would be nothing suspicious about such a death. It would be easy to blame it on some passing group of anonymous thugs.’

Cicero leaned forwards in his chair. The machine was reviving. ‘So you wouldn’t commit the act yourself, by your own hand?’

‘Certainly not! I wouldn’t even be in Rome. I’d be far to the north in my house in Ameria – having nightmares, probably.’

‘You’d hire some assassins to do it for you?’

‘Of course.’

‘People you knew and trusted?’

‘Would I be likely to know such people personally? A hardworking Amerian farmer?’ I shrugged. ‘More likely I’d be relying on strangers. A gang leader met in a tavern in the Subura. A nameless acquaintance recommended by another acquaintance known to a casual friend . . .’

‘Is that how it’s done?’ Cicero was genuinely curious. He spoke no longer to the hypothetical parricide, but to Gordianus the Finder. ‘They told me that you would actually know a thing or two about this sort of business. They said: “Yes, if you want to get in touch with the kind of men who don’t mind getting blood on their hands, Gordianus is one place to start.” ’

‘They? Whom do you mean, Cicero? Who says that I drink from the same cup with killers?’

He bit his lip, not quite certain how much he wanted to tell me yet. I answered for him. ‘I think you mean Hortensius, don’t you? Since it was Hortensius who recommended me to you?’

Cicero shot a sharp glance at Tiro, who was suddenly quite awake.

‘No, Master, I told him nothing. He guessed it –’ For the first time that day, Tiro sounded to me like a slave.

‘Guessed? What do you mean?’

‘Deduced would be a better word. Tiro is telling the truth. I know, more or less anyway, what you’ve called me for. A murder case involving a father and son, both called Sextus Roscius.’

‘You guessed that this was my reason for calling on you? But how? I only decided yesterday to take on Roscius as a client.’

I sighed. The curtain sighed. The heat crept up my feet and legs, like water slowly rising in a well. ‘Perhaps you should have Tiro explain it to you later. I think it’s too hot for me to go through it all again step by step. But I know that Hortensius had the case to begin with, and that you have it now. And I presume that all this talk about hypothetical conspiracies has something to do with the actual murder?’

Cicero looked glum. I think he felt foolish at finding that I had known the true circumstances all along. ‘Yes,’ he said, ‘it’s hot. Tiro, you’ll bring some refreshment. Some wine, mixed with cool water. Perhaps some fruit. Do you like dried apples, Gordianus?’

Tiro rose from his chair. ‘I’ll tell Athalena.’

‘No, Tiro, fetch it yourself. Take your time.’ The order was demeaning, and intentionally so; I could tell by the look of hurt in Tiro’s eyes, and by the look in Cicero’s as well, heavy-lidded and drooping from something other than the heat. Tiro was unused to being given such menial tasks. And Cicero? One sees it all the time, a master taking out petty frustrations on the slaves around him. The habit becomes so commonplace that they do it without thinking; slaves come to accept it without humiliation or repining, as if it were a godsent inconvenience, like rainfall on a market day.

Cicero and Tiro were not nearly so advanced along that path. Before Tiro had disappeared pouting from the room, Cicero relented, as much as he could without losing face. ‘Tiro!’ he called. He waited for the slave to turn. He looked him in the eye. ‘Be sure to bring a portion for yourself as well.’

A crueller man would have smiled as he spoke. A lesser man would have cast his eyes to the floor. Cicero did neither, and in that moment I discovered my first glimmering of respect for him.

Tiro departed. For a moment Cicero toyed with a ring on his finger, then turned his attention back to me.

‘You were about to tell me something of how one goes about arranging a murder in the streets of Rome. Forgive me if the question is presumptuous. I don’t mean to imply that you yourself have ever offended the gods by taking part in such crimes. But they say – Hortensius says – that you happen to know more than a little about these matters. Who, how, and how much . . .’

I shrugged. ‘If a man wants another man murdered, there’s nothing so difficult about that. As I said, a word to the right man, a bit of gold passed from hand to hand, and the job is done.’

‘But where does one find the right man?’

I had been forgetting how young and inexperienced he was, despite his education and wit. ‘It’s easier than you might think. For years the gangs have been controlling the streets of Rome after dark, and sometimes even in broad daylight.’

‘But the gangs fight each other.’

‘The gangs fight anyone who gets in their way.’

‘Their crimes are political. They ally themselves with a particular party—’

‘They have no politics, except the politics of whatever man hires them. And no loyalty, except the loyalty that money buys. Think, Cicero. Where do the gangs come from? Some of them are spawned right here in Rome, like maggots under a rock – the poor, the children of the poor, their grandchildren and great-grandchildren. Whole dynasties of crime, generations of villains breeding pedigrees of vice. They negotiate with one another like little nations. They intermarry like noble families. And they hire themselves out like mercenaries to whatever politician or general offers the grandest promises.’

Cicero glanced away, peering into the translucent folds of the yellow curtain, as if he could see beyond it all the human refuse of Rome. ‘Where do they all come from?’ he muttered.

‘They grow up through the pavement,’ I said, ‘like weeds. Or they drift in from the countryside, refugees from war after war. Think about it: Sulla wins his war against the rebellious Italian allies and pays his soldiers in land. But to acquire that land, the defeated allies must first be uprooted. Where do they end up, except as beggars and slaves in Rome? And all for what? The countryside is devastated by war. The soldiers know nothing of farming; in a month or a year they sell their holdings to the highest bidder and head back to the city. The countryside falls into the grip of vast landholders. Small farmers struggle to compete, are defeated and dispossessed – they find their way to Rome. More and more I’ve seen it in my own lifetime, the gulf between the rich and poor, the smallness of the one, the vastness of the other. Rome is like a woman of fabulous wealth and beauty, draped in gold and festooned with jewels, her belly big with a foetus named Empire – and infested from head to foot by a million scampering lice.’

Cicero frowned. ‘Hortensius warned me that you would talk politics.’

‘Only because politics is the air we breathe – I inhale a breath, and what else could come out? It may be otherwise in other cities, but not in the Republic, and not in our lifetimes. Call it politics, call it reality. The gangs exist for a reason. No one can get rid of them. Everyone fears them. A man bent on murder would find a way to use them. He’d only be following the example of a successful politician.’

‘You mean—’

‘I don’t mean any particular politician. They all use the gangs, or try to.’

‘But you mean Sulla.’

Cicero spoke the name first. I was surprised. I was impressed. At some point the conversation had slipped out of control. It was quickly turning seditious.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘If you insist: Sulla.’ I looked away. My eyes fell on the yellow curtain. I found myself gazing at it and into it, as if in the vagueness of the shapes beyond I could make out the images of an old nightmare. ‘Were you in Rome when the proscriptions began?’

Cicero nodded.

‘So was I. Then you know what it was like. Each day the new list of the proscribed would be posted in the Forum. And who were always first in line to read the names? No, not anyone who might have been on the list, because they were all cowering at home, or wisely barricaded in the countryside. First in line were the gangs and their leaders – because Sulla didn’t care who destroyed his enemies, or his imagined enemies, so long as they were destroyed. Show up with the head of a proscribed man slung over your shoulder, sign a receipt, and receive a bag of silver in exchange. To acquire that head, stop at nothing. Break down the doors of a citizen’s house. Beat his children, rape his wife – but leave his valuables in place, for once head and body are parted, the property of a proscribed Roman becomes the property of Sulla.’

‘Not exactly . . .’

‘I misspoke, of course. I meant to say that when an enemy of the state is beheaded, his estate is confiscated and becomes property of the state – meaning that it will be auctioned at the earliest convenient date at insanely low prices to Sulla’s friends.’

Even Cicero blanched at this. He concealed his agitation well, but I noticed his eyes shift for the briefest instant from side to side, as if he were wary of spies concealed among the scrolls. ‘You’re a man of strong opinions, Gordianus. The heat loosens your tongue. But what has any of this to do with the subject at hand?’

I had to laugh. ‘And what is the subject? I think I’ve forgotten.’

‘Arranging a murder,’ Cicero snapped, sounding for all the world like a teacher of oratory attempting to steer an unruly pupil back to the prescribed topic. ‘A murder of purely personal motive.’

‘Well, then, I’m only trying to point out how easy it is these days to find a willing assassin. And not only in the Subura. Look on any street corner – yes, even this one. I’d gladly wager that I could leave your door, walk around the block exactly once, and return with a newfound friend more than willing to murder my pleasure-loving, whoremongering, hypothetical father.’

‘You go too far, Gordianus. Had you been trained in rhetoric, you’d know the limits of hyperbole.’

‘I don’t exaggerate. The gangs have grown that bold. It’s Sulla’s fault and no one else’s. He made them his personal bounty hunters. He unleashed them to run wild across Rome, like packs of wolves. Until the proscriptions officially ended last year, the gangs had almost unlimited power to hunt and kill. So they bring in the head of an innocent man, a man who’s not on the list – so what? Accidents happen. Add his name to the list of the proscribed. The dead man becomes a retroactive enemy of the state. What matter if that means his family will be disinherited, his children ruined and reduced to paupers, fresh fodder for the gangs? It also means that some friend of Sulla’s will acquire a new house in the city.’

Cicero looked as if a bad tooth were worrying him. He raised his hand to silence me. I raised my own hand to stave him off.

‘I’m only now reaching my point. You see, it wasn’t only the rich and powerful who suffered during the proscriptions, and still suffer. Once Pandora’s box is opened, no one can close it. Crime becomes habit. The unthinkable becomes commonplace. You don’t see it from here, where you live. This street is too narrow, too quiet. No weeds grow through the paving stones that run by your door. Oh, no doubt, in the worst of it, you had a few neighbours dragged from their homes in the middle of the night. Perhaps you have a view of the Forum from the roof, and on a clear day you might have counted the new heads added to the pikes.

‘But I see a different Rome, Cicero, that other Rome that Sulla has left to posterity. They say he plans to retire soon, leaving behind him a new constitution to strengthen the upper classes and put the people in their place. And what is that place, but the crime-ridden Rome that Sulla bequeaths to us? My Rome, Cicero. A Rome that breeds in shadow, that moves at night, that breathes the very air of vice without the disguises of politics or wealth. After all, that’s why you’ve called me here, isn’t it? To take you into that world, or to enter it myself and bring back to you whatever it is you’re seeking. That’s what I can offer you, if you’re seeking the truth.’

At that moment Tiro returned, bearing a silver tray set with three cups, a round loaf of bread, dried apples, and white cheese. His presence instantly sobered me. We were no longer two men alone in a room discussing politics, but two citizens and a slave, or two men and a boy, considering Tiro’s innocence. I would never have spoken so recklessly had he never left the room. I feared I had said too much already.
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Tiro set the tray on a low table between us. Cicero glanced at it without interest. ‘So much food, Tiro?’

‘It’s almost midday, Master. Gordianus will be hungry.’

‘Very well, then. We must show him our hospitality.’ He stared at the tray, hardly seeming to see it. He gently rubbed his temples, as if I had stuffed his head too full of seditious ideas.

The walk had made me hungry. The talk had left my mouth thick and dry. The heat had given me a deep thirst. Even so, I patiently waited for Cicero to initiate the meal – my politics may be radical but my manners have never been questioned – when Tiro gave me a start by leaning forwards eagerly in his chair, tearing a piece from a loaf, and reaching for a cup.

At just such moments one learns how deeply convention is bred into the soul. For all that life had taught me about the arbitrary nature of fate and the absurdities of slavery, for all that I had endeavoured from the moment I met him to treat Tiro as a man, I still let out a quiet gasp at seeing a slave take the first food from a table while his master sat back, not yet ready to begin.

They both heard it. Tiro looked up, puzzled. Cicero laughed softly.

‘Gordianus is shocked. He’s not used to our ways, Tiro, or to your manners. It’s all right, Gordianus. Tiro knows that I never eat at midday. He’s used to beginning without me. Please, eat something yourself. The cheese is quite good, all the way from the dairy at Arpinum, sent with my grandmother’s love.

‘As for me, I’ll have a bit of the wine. Only a bit; in this heat it’s likely to turn sour in the stomach. Is it only me who suffers from that particular malady? I can’t eat at all in midsummer; I fast for days at a time. Meantime, while your mouth is busy with food instead of treason, perhaps I’ll have a chance to say a bit more about my reasons for asking you here.’

Cicero swallowed and gave a slight wince, as if the wine had begun to sour the moment it passed his lips. ‘We strayed from the subject some while ago, didn’t we? What would Diodotus say to that, Tiro? What have I been paying that old Greek for all these years if I’m not even able to hold an orderly conversation in my own home? Disorderly speech is not only unseemly; in the wrong time and the wrong place it can be deadly.’

‘I was never quite certain what the subject was, esteemed Cicero. I seem to recall that we were plotting to murder someone’s father. My father, or was it Tiro’s? No, they’re both already dead. Perhaps it was yours?’

Cicero was not amused. ‘I introduced a hypothetical model, Gordianus, simply to sound you out about some factors – methodology, practicality, plausibility – regarding a very real and very deadly crime. A crime already accomplished. The tragic fact is that a certain farmer from the hamlet of Ameria—’

‘Much like the hypothetical old farmer you described?’

‘Exactly like him. As I was saying, a certain farmer from Ameria was murdered in the streets of Rome on the Ides of September, the night of the full moon – almost eight months ago. His name you already seem to know: Sextus Roscius. Now, in exactly eight days – on the Ides of May – the son of Sextus Roscius will go on trial, accused of arranging the murder of his father. I’ll be defending him.’

‘With such a defence I should think there’d be no need for a prosecutor.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘From all you’ve said, it seems obvious that you think the son is guilty.’

‘Nonsense! Was I that convincing? I suppose I should be pleased. I was only trying to paint the case as his accusers might describe it.’

‘You’re saying that you believe this Sextus Roscius is innocent?’

‘Of course! Why else should I be defending him against these outrageous charges?’

‘Cicero, I know enough about advocates and orators to know that they don’t necessarily have to believe in a point to argue for it. Nor do they have to believe in a man’s innocence to defend him.’

Tiro suddenly glowered at me across the table. ‘You have no right,’ he said, with a desperate little break in his voice. ‘Marcus Tullius Cicero is a man of the highest principles, of unquestionable integrity, a man who speaks what he believes and believes every word he speaks, rare enough in Rome these days perhaps, but even so—’

‘Enough!’ Cicero’s voice carried tremendous force, but little anger. He raised his hand in an orator’s gesture of desist, and seemed unable to keep from smiling.

‘You’ll forgive young Tiro,’ he said, leaning towards me with an air of confidentiality. ‘He’s a loyal servant, and for that I’m grateful. There are few enough to be found nowadays.’ He gazed at Tiro with a look of pure affection, open, genuine, and unabashed. Tiro suddenly found it convenient to gaze elsewhere – at the table, the tray of food, the softly billowing curtain.

‘But perhaps he is sometimes too loyal. What do you think, Gordianus? What do you think, Tiro – perhaps we should pose such a proposition to Diodotus the next time he calls and see what the master of rhetoric can make of it. A fit subject for debate: is it possible that a slave can be too loyal to his master? That is to say, too enthusiastic in his devotion, too ready to spring to his master’s defence?’

Cicero glanced at the tray and reached for a bit of dried apple. He held it between his thumb and forefinger and studied it as if considering whether his delicate constitution could tolerate even such a tiny morsel in the full heat of the day. There was a pause and a silence, broken only by the trilling of a bird in the atrium outside. In the stillness the room around us seemed to breathe again, or rather to attempt to breathe, vainly struggling to catch a shallow breath and coming up short; the curtain billowed tentatively inward, then out, then in again, never quite enough to release a gust of air in either direction, as if the breeze were a warm and palpable thing trapped beneath its brocaded hem. Cicero frowned and replaced the morsel on the tray.

Suddenly the curtain gave an audible snap. A breath of warmth eddied across the tiles and over my feet. The room had finally released its pent-up sigh.

‘You ask if I believe that Sextus Roscius is innocent of his father’s murder.’ Cicero spread his fingers and pressed the tips together. ‘The answer is yes. When you meet him, you too will believe in his innocence.’

It seemed at last that we might be getting down to business. I had had enough of the games passing back and forth in Cicero’s study, enough of the yellow curtain and the stifling heat.

‘How exactly did he die, the old man? Bludgeons, knives, stones? How many assailants? Were they seen? Can they be identified? Where was the son at the very moment the crime took place, and how did he learn the news? Who else had reason to kill the old man? What were the terms of his will? Who brings the charges against the son, and why?’ I paused, but only to take a sip of wine. ‘And tell me this—’

‘Gordianus,’ Cicero laughed, ‘if I knew all this, I would hardly be needing your services, would I?’

‘But you must know a little.’

‘More than a little, but still not enough. Very well, I can at least answer your last question. The charges have been lodged by a prosecutor named Gaius Erucius. I see you’ve heard of him – or has the wine turned to vinegar in your mouth?’

‘I’ve more than heard of him,’ I said. ‘From time to time I’ve actually worked for him, but only from hunger. Erucius was born a slave in Sicily; now he’s a freedman with the shadiest law practice in Rome. He takes cases for money, not merit. He’d defend a man who raped his mother if there was gold in it, and then turn around and prosecute the old woman for slander if he saw a profit. Any idea who’s hired him to take on the case?’

‘No, but when you meet Sextus Roscius—’

‘You keep saying that I’ll soon be meeting someone – first Caecilia Metella, now Sextus Roscius. Will they be arriving soon?’

‘Actually, it’s best if we pay them a visit ourselves.’

‘What makes you so certain that I’ll be coming along? I came here under the impression that you had work for me, but so far you haven’t even explained what you want. Nor have you made any mention of payment.’

‘I’m aware of your regular fees, at least as Hortensius explained them. I assume he would know.’

I nodded.

‘As for the job, it’s this: I want proof that Sextus Roscius is innocent of his father’s murder. Better than that, I want to know who the real murderers were. Even better, I want to know who hired those murderers, and why. And all of this in eight days, before the Ides.’

‘You talk as if I’d already accepted the job. Perhaps I’m not interested, Cicero.’

He shook his head and pressed his lips into a thin smile.

‘You’re not the only man who can deduce another man’s character before you’ve met him, Gordianus. I do know a thing or two about you. Three things, in fact. Any one of them would persuade you to take this case. First, you need the money. A man of your means, living in a big house up on the Esquiline – there can never be enough money. Am I right?’

I shrugged.

‘Secondly, Hortensius tells me that you love a mystery. Or rather that you hate a mystery. You’re the type that can’t abide the unknown, that feels compelled to wrest truth from falsehood, strike order from chaos. Who killed old Roscius, Gordianus? You’re already hooked, like a fish on a line. Admit it.’

‘Well . . .’

‘Thirdly, you’re a man who loves justice.’

‘Did Hortensius tell you that, too? Hortensius wouldn’t know a just man from—’

‘No one told me. That I deduced for myself, in the last half hour. No man speaks his mind as candidly as you have who isn’t a lover of justice. I’m offering you a chance to see it done.’ He leaned forwards in his chair. ‘Can you bear to see an innocent man put to death? Well, then – will you take the case, or won’t you?’

‘I will.’

Cicero clapped his hands and sprang to his feet. ‘Good. Very good! We’ll leave for Caecilia’s house right away.’

‘Now? In this heat? It’s just past noon.’

‘There’s no time to waste. If the heat is too much for you, I could summon a litter – but no, that would take too long. It isn’t far. Tiro, fetch us a pair of broad-brimmed hats.’

Tiro gave his master a plaintive look.

‘Very well, then, fetch three.’




VI

 



 

 

 

‘What makes you think she’ll even be awake at this hour?’

The Forum was deserted. The paving stones shimmered with heat. Not a soul was afoot except for the three of us stealing like thieves across the flagstones. I quickened the pace. The heat burned through the thin soles of my shoes. Both my companions, I noticed, wore more expensive footwear than my own, with thick leather soles to protect their feet.

‘Caecilia will be awake,’ Cicero assured me. ‘She’s a hopeless insomniac – so far as I can tell, she never sleeps at all.’

We reached the foot of the Sacred Way. My heart sank as I gazed up the steep, narrow avenue that led to the imposing villas atop the Palatine. The world was all sun and stone, utterly without shade. The layers of shimmering heat made the summit of the Palatine seem hazy and indistinct, very high and far away.

We began the ascent. Tiro led the way, oblivious of the effort. There was something strange about his eagerness to come along, something beyond mere curiosity or the desire to follow his master. I was too hot to puzzle over it.

‘One thing I must ask of you, Gordianus.’ Cicero was beginning to show signs of exertion, but he talked through them, like a true stoic. ‘I appreciated your candour when you spoke your mind in my study. No one can say you are less than an honest man. But hold your tongue in Caecilia’s house. Her family has long been allied with Sulla – his late fourth wife was a Metella.’

‘You mean the daughter of Delmaticus? The one he divorced while she lay dying?’

‘Exactly. The Metelli were not happy about the divorce, despite Sulla’s excuses.’

‘The augurs looked in a bowl of sheep entrails and told him his wife’s illness would pollute his household.’

‘So Sulla claimed. Caecilia herself would probably take no offence at anything you might say, but you can never tell. She’s an old woman, unmarried and childless. Given to strange ways – such as happens when a woman is left to her own devices too long, without a husband and family to occupy her with wholesome pursuits. Her passion these days is for whatever Oriental cult happens to be new and fashionable in Rome, the more foreign and bizarre, the better. She’s not much concerned with mere earthly matters.

‘But it’s likely there’ll be another in the house with keener ears and sharper eyes. I’m thinking of my good young friend Marcus Messalla – we call him Rufus, on account of his red hair. He’s no stranger to Caecilia Metella’s house; he’s known her since he was a child, and she’s almost like an aunt to him. A fine young man – or not quite a man yet, only sixteen. Rufus comes to my house rather often, for gatherings and lectures and such, and he already knows his way around the law courts. He’s quite eager to help in Sextus Roscius’s behalf.’

‘But?’

‘But his family connections make him dangerous. Hortensius is his half brother – when Hortensius dropped the case, it was young Rufus he sent to my door to beg me to take it on. More to the point, the boy’s older sister is that same young Valeria whom Sulla recently took to be his fifth wife. Poor Rufus has little affection for his new brother-in-law, but the marriage does put him in an awkward position. I would ask that you restrain yourself from slandering our esteemed dictator in his presence.’

‘Of course, Cicero.’ When I left the house that morning I had never expected to be circulating with high nobles like the Metelli and Messalli. I looked down at the garments I wore, a common citizen’s toga over a plain tunic. The only touch of purple was a wine stain near the hem. Bethesda claimed to have spent hours trying to remove it without success.

By the time we reached the summit, even Tiro was showing signs of fatigue. His dark curls were pasted to his forehead with sweat. His face was flushed with exertion – or perhaps with something more like excitement. I wondered again about his eagerness to reach Caecilia Metella’s house.

‘This is it,’ Cicero huffed, pausing to catch his breath. The house before us was a sprawling mass of rose stucco, ringed about by ancient oaks. The doorway was recessed beneath a portico and flanked by two helmeted soldiers in full battle gear with swords at their belts and spears in their fists. Grizzled veterans from Sulla’s army, I thought, and gave a start.

‘The guards,’ Cicero said, making a vague gesture with his hand as he mounted the steps. ‘Ignore them. They must be sweltering beneath all that leather. Tiro?’

Tiro, who had been staring in fascination at the soldiers’ gear, sprang ahead of his master to rap at the heavy oak doors. A long moment passed in which we all caught our breaths and removed our hats beneath the shaded portico.

The door opened inward on silent hinges. Cool air and the scent of incense wafted out to greet us.

Tiro and the door slave exchanged the typical formalities – ‘My master comes to see your mistress’ – then we waited for another moment before the slave of the foyer came to usher us inside. He relieved us of our hats, then disappeared to fetch the announcer. I looked over my shoulder at the doorkeeper, who sat on a stool beside the portal busying himself with some sort of handicraft, his foot attached to the wall by a chain just long enough to allow him to reach the door.

The announcer arrived, obviously disappointed to find that it was Cicero and not some grovelling client from whom he might extort a few denarii before allowing further admission to the house. From small signs – his high voice, the visible enlargement of his breasts – I realized he was a eunuch. While in the East they are an indispensable and ancient part of the social fabric, the unsexed remain a rarity in Rome and are looked on with great distaste. Cicero had said that Caecilia was a follower of Oriental cults, but to keep a eunuch in her household struck me as a truly bizarre affectation.

We followed him around the central atrium and up a flight of marble steps. The announcer pulled back a hanging curtain, and I followed Cicero into a chamber that would not have looked too out of place in a high-priced Alexandrian brothel.

We seemed to have stepped into a large and overdecorated tent, plush and pillow-strewn, with carpets and hangings everywhere. Brass lamps hung from standing braziers in the corners and exhaled trickles of smoke. It was from this room that the smell of incense permeated the house. I could hardly breathe. The various spices were being burned without the least sensitivity to their individual proportions and properties. The crude concentrations of sandalwood and myrrh were nauseating. Any Egyptian housewife would have known better.

‘Mistress,’ the eunuch whispered in a high voice. ‘The esteemed Marcus Tullius Cicero, advocate.’ He quickly withdrew.

At the far end of the room was our hostess, sprawled face down amid cushions on the floor. Two female slaves attended her, kneeling on either side. The slaves were dark-skinned and dressed in Egyptian style, wearing diaphanous gowns and heavily made-up. Above them, dominating the room, was the object before which Caecilia prostrated herself.

I had never seen anything quite like it. It was clearly an incarnation of one of the Oriental earth goddesses, Cybele or Astarte or Isis, though I had never before seen this particular permutation. The statue stood eight feet tall, so tall that the top of its head grazed the ceiling. The thing had a stern, almost manly face and wore a crown made of serpents. At first glance I assumed that the pendulous objects adorning her torso were breasts, scores and scores of them. A closer look at the curious way in which the orbs were grouped made me realize they must be testicles. In one hand the goddess held a scythe, the blade of which had been painted bright red.

‘What?’ A muffled voice rose from the cushions. Caecilia floundered for a moment. The slave girls each took an arm and helped her up. She spun around and looked at us in alarm.

‘No, no!’ she shrieked. ‘That stupid eunuch! Out, out of the room, Cicero! You weren’t to come inside, you were to wait outside the curtain. How could he have made such a stupid mistake? No men are allowed into the sanctum of the Goddess. Oh, dear, it’s happened again. Well, by rights you should all three be sacrificed as a punishment, or at least flogged, but I suppose that’s out of the question. Of course, one of you could take the place of the others – but no, I won’t even ask it, I know how fond you are of young Tiro. Perhaps this other slave—’ She glanced at my iron ring, the mark of a common citizen, and seeing I was no one’s slave threw up her hands in disappointment. Her nails were unusually long and stained red with henna, in the Egyptian fashion.

‘Oh, dear. I suppose this means I’ll have to flog one of the poor slave girls in your place, just as I did when that eunuch made the same stupid mistake last week with Rufus. Oh, dear, and they’re so delicate. The Goddess will be very angry. . . .’

 

‘I don’t see how he could make the same mistake twice. Do you think he does it on purpose?’ We were seated in Caecilia’s reception room, a high, long hall with skylights above and open doors at either end to admit the breeze. The walls were painted in the realist fashion to reproduce a garden – green grass, trees, peacocks, and flowers on the walls, blue sky above. The floor was green tile. The ceiling was draped with blue cloth.

‘No, don’t answer that. I know what you’d say, Cicero. But Ahausarus is far too valuable to be got rid of, and too delicate to punish. If only he weren’t so scatterbrained.’

There were four of us seated around a small silver table set with cool water and pomegranates – Cicero, myself, Caecilia, and the young Rufus, who had arrived ahead of us but had known better than to enter Metella’s sanctum, preferring to wait in the garden instead. Tiro stood a short distance behind his master’s chair.

Metella was a large, florid woman. Despite her age she appeared quite robust. Whatever colour her hair might originally have been, it was now fiery red, and probably white beneath the henna. She wore it piled high on her head, wound in a tapering coil held in place by a long silver pin. The pointed tip poked through on one side; the needle’s head was decorated with carnelian. She wore an expensive-looking stola and much jewellery. Her face was covered with paint and rouge. Her hair and clothing reeked of incense. In one hand she held a fan and beat the air with it, as if she were trying to disperse her scent about the table.

Rufus was also redheaded, with brown eyes, flushed cheeks, and a freckled nose. He was as young as Cicero had indicated. Indeed, he could have been no more than sixteen, for he still wore the gown that all minors wear, whether male or female – white wool fitted with long sleeves to deflect the eyes of the lustful. In a few months he would put on the toga of manhood, but for now he was still a boy by law. It was obvious that he idolized Cicero, and equally obvious that Cicero enjoyed being idolized.

Neither of the nobles showed any discomfort in accepting me at their table. Of course, they were seeking my help in a problem with which neither of them had any experience. They showed me the same deference a senator may show to a bricklayer, if the senator happens to have an archway about to collapse in his bedroom. Tiro they ignored.

Cicero cleared his throat. ‘Caecilia, the day is very hot. If we have dwelt long enough on our unfortunate intrusion into your sanctuary, perhaps we can move on to more earthly matters.’

‘Of course, Cicero. You’ve come about poor young Sextus.’

‘Yes. Gordianus here may be of some help to us in unravelling the circumstances as I prepare his defence.’

‘The defence. Oh, yes. Oh, dear. I suppose they’re still out there, aren’t they, those awful guards. You must have noticed them.’

‘I’m afraid so.’

‘It’s such an embarrassment. The day they arrived I told them flatly I wouldn’t stand for it. Of course it didn’t do any good. Orders from the court, they said. If Sextus Roscius was to abide here, it would have to be under house arrest, with soldiers at every door, day and night. “Arrest?” I said. “As if he were in a prison, like a captured soldier or a runaway slave? I know the law very well, and there is no law that allows you to hold a Roman citizen in his own home, or the home of his patroness.” It’s always been that way; a citizen accused of a crime always has the option to make his escape if he doesn’t want to face trial and he’s willing to leave his property behind.

‘So they sent for a deputy from the court who explained it all very smoothly – it couldn’t have been smoother if it had come from your own lips, Cicero. “Right you are,” he says, “except in certain cases. Certain capital cases.” And what did he mean by that, I wanted to know. “Capital,” he said, “as in decapitation – cases involving the removal of the head, or other vital organs, resulting in death.” ’

Caecilia Metella sat back and fanned herself. Her eyes became narrow and misted. Rufus leaned forwards and tenderly laid his hand upon her elbow.

‘Only then did I realize how terrible it all was. Poor young Sextus, my dear friend’s only surviving son, having lost his father, might now have to lose his head as well. But even worse than that! This underling, this person, this deputy, went on to explain exactly what the word capital meant in a conviction for parricide. Oh! I would never have believed it if you hadn’t confirmed it yourself, Cicero, word for word. Too terrible, too terrible for words!’

Caecilia fanned herself furiously. Her eyelids, heavy with Egyptian kohl, flickered like moth’s wings. She seemed about to faint.

Rufus reached for a cup of water. She waved it away. ‘I don’t pretend to know the young man; it was his father whom I loved and cherished as a dear, dear friend. But he is the son of Sextus Roscius, and I have offered him sanctuary in my home. And surely, what that man, that deputy, that odious person described should never happen to any but the most wretched, the most foul and debased of murderers.’

She batted her eyes and reached out blindly. Rufus fumbled for a moment, then found the cup and put it in her hand. She took a sip and handed it back.

‘So I asked this creature, this deputy, very reasonably, I thought, if it would be too much trouble to have these soldiers at least stand somewhere away from the house instead of hovering right by the door. It’s humiliating! I have neighbours, and how they love to talk. I have dependents and clients arriving every morning looking for favours – the soldiers scare them off. I have nieces and nephews afraid to come to the house. Oh, those soldiers know how to hold their tongues, but you should see the looks they give a young girl! Can’t you do something about it, Rufus?’

‘Me?’

‘Of course, you. You must carry some weight with . . . with Sulla. It’s Sulla who set up the courts. And he is married to your sister Valeria.’

‘Yes, but that doesn’t mean . . .’ Rufus blushed a deep red.

‘Oh, come now.’ Caecilia’s voice became conspiratorial. ‘You’re a handsome enough young boy, as pretty as Valeria any day. And we all know that Sulla casts his net on both sides of the stream.’

‘Caecilia!’ Cicero’s eyes flashed, but he kept his voice steady.

‘I’m not suggesting anything improper. Charm, Cicero. A gesture, a look. Rufus needn’t actually do anything, of course. Why, Sulla’s old enough to be his grandfather. All the more reason he could condescend to do a small favour for a such a charming boy.’

‘Sulla doesn’t find me charming,’ said Rufus.

‘And why not? He married Valeria for her looks, didn’t he? And you look enough like her to be her brother.’

There was an odd sputtering noise. It was Tiro, standing behind his master’s chair, pressing his lips together to keep from laughing. Cicero covered the noise by loudly clearing his throat.

‘If we could go back to something that was mentioned a moment ago,’ I said. Three pairs of eyes converged on me. Cicero looked relieved, Tiro attentive, Caecilia confused. Rufus stared at the floor, still blushing.

‘You mentioned the penalty for the crime of parricide. I’m not familiar with it. Perhaps you could explain it for my benefit, Cicero.’

The mood was suddenly sombre, as if a cloud had passed over the sun. Caecilia turned aside and hid behind her fan. Rufus exchanged an uncomfortable glance with Tiro.

Cicero filled his cup and took a long draught of water. ‘It’s not surprising that you shouldn’t be familiar with the subject, Gordianus. Parricide is such a rare crime among the Romans. The last conviction, as well as I could ascertain, took place when my grandfather was a young man.

‘Traditionally, of course, the penalty of death is carried out by decapitation, or for a slave, crucifixion. In the case of parricide the penalty is very ancient and very severe, laid down long ago by priests, not lawmakers, to express the wrath of father Jupiter against any son who would dare to strike down the carrier of the seed that made him.’

‘Please, Cicero.’ Caecilia looked over her fan and batted her makeup-laden eyelashes. ‘To have heard it once is enough. It gives me nightmares.’

‘But Gordianus should know. To know that a man’s life is at stake is one thing; to know the way in which he might die is something more. This is what the law decrees: that the condemned parricide, immediately following his conviction, shall be taken outside the city walls to the Field of Mars, close by the Tiber. Horns shall be blown and cymbals sounded, calling the populace to witness.

‘When the people are assembled, the parricide shall be stripped naked, as on the day of his birth. Two pedestals, knee-high, shall be placed several feet apart. The parricide shall mount them, one foot on each pedestal, squatting down with his hands chained behind his back. In this fashion, every part of his naked body is made accessible to his tormentors, who are charged by the law to lash him with knotted whips until the blood pours like water from his flesh. If he falls from his perch, he is made to mount it again. The whips are to fall on every part of him, even to the bottoms of his feet and the nether regions between his legs. The blood that drips from his body is the same as the blood that ran through his father’s veins and gave him life. Watching it spill from his wounds, he may contemplate the waste.’

Cicero stared vaguely into the distance as he spoke. Caecilia stared at him, her eyes narrow and intense above her fan.

‘A sack shall be prepared, large enough to hold a man, made of hides so tightly sewn as to be sealed against water and air. When the whipmasters have completed their work – that is, when every part of the parricide is so covered with blood that one can no longer tell where the blood ends and raw flesh begins – the condemned man shall be made to crawl into the sack. The sack shall be placed some distance from the pedestals, so that the assembled people may watch his progress and be given the opportunity to pelt him with dung and offal and to publicly curse him.

‘When he reaches the sack, he shall be induced to crawl inside. If he resists, he shall be dragged back to the pedestals and the punishment begun again.

‘Within the sack, the parricide is returned to the womb, unborn, unbirthed. To be born, the philosophers tell us, is an agony. To be unborn is greater agony. Into the sack, crammed against the parricide’s torn, bleeding flesh, the tormentors shall push four living animals. First, a dog, the most slavish and contemptuous of beasts, and a rooster, with its beak and claws especially sharpened. These symbols are very ancient: the dog and the cock, the watcher and the waker, guardians of the hearth; having failed to protect father from son, they take their place with the murderer. Along with them goes a snake, the male principle which may kill even as it gives life; and a monkey, the gods’ cruellest parody of mankind.’

‘Imagine it!’ Caecilia gasped behind her fan. ‘Imagine the noise!’

‘All five shall be sewn up together in the sack and carried to the river’s edge. The sack must not be rolled or beaten with sticks – the animals must stay alive within the sack so that they may torment the parricide for as long as possible. While priests pronounce the final curses, the sack shall be thrown into the Tiber. Watchers shall be posted all the way to Ostia; if the sack runs aground it must be pushed back into the stream at once, until it reaches the sea and disappears from sight.

‘The parricide destroys the very source of his own life. He ends that life deprived of contact with the very elements which give life to the world – earth, air, water, even sunlight are denied him in the last hours or days of his agony, until at last the sack should rupture at the seams and be devoured by the sea, its spoils passed from Jupiter to Neptune, and thence to Pluto, beyond the caring or the memory or even the disgust of mankind.’

The room was silent. Cicero at last took a long, deep breath. There was a thin smile on his lips, and I thought he looked rather proud of himself, as actors and orators tend to look after a successful recitation.

Caecilia lowered her fan. She was absolutely white beneath her makeup. ‘You’ll understand now, Gordianus, when you meet him. Poor young Sextus, you’ll understand now why he’s so distraught. Like a rabbit, petrified with terror. Poor boy. They’ll do it to him, unless they’re stopped. You must help him, young man. You must help Rufus and Cicero stop them.’

‘Of course. I’ll do whatever I can. If the truth can save Sextus Roscius – I suppose he’s here, somewhere in the house?’

‘Oh, yes, he isn’t allowed to leave; you saw the guards. He would be here with us now, except . . .’

‘Yes?’

Rufus cleared his throat. ‘When you meet him, you’ll see.’

‘See what?’

‘The man is a wreck,’ said Cicero. ‘Panic-stricken, incoherent, completely distraught. Almost mad with terror.’

‘Is he so fearful of being convicted? The case against him must be very strong.’

‘Of course he’s frightened.’ Caecilia batted her fan at a fly perched on her sleeve. ‘Who wouldn’t be, with such a terror over his head? And just because he’s innocent, that hardly means . . . well, I mean to say, we all know of cases, especially since . . . that is, in the last year or so . . . to be innocent is hardly to be safe these days.’ She darted a quick glance at Rufus, who studiously ignored her.

‘The man is afraid of his shadow,’ Cicero said. ‘Afraid before he came here, but even more afraid now. Afraid of being convicted; afraid of acquittal. He says that whoever killed his father is determined to kill him as well; the trial itself is a plot to dispose of him. If the law fails them, they’ll murder him in the streets.’

‘He wakes me up in the middle of the night, screaming.’ Caecilia swatted at the fly. ‘I can hear him all the way from the western wing. Nightmares. I think the monkey is the worst part. Except for the snake . . .’

Rufus gave a shudder. ‘Caecilia says he was actually relieved when they posted the guard outside – as if they were here to protect him, rather than to keep him from escaping. Escape! He won’t even leave his rooms.’

‘True,’ Cicero said. ‘Otherwise you would have met him in my study, Gordianus, with no need to come here disturbing our hostess.’

‘That would have been a great loss and entirely to my detriment,’ I said, ‘never to have been welcomed into the home of Caecilia Metella.’

Caecilia smiled demurely to acknowledge the compliment. In the next instant her eyes darted to the table and her fan descended with a slap. That fly would never bother her again.

‘But at any rate, I should have had to meet with her sooner or later in the course of my investigation.’

‘But why?’ Cicero objected. ‘Caecilia knows nothing of the murder. She’s only a friend of the family, not a witness.’

‘Nevertheless, Caecilia Metella was one of the last to see the elder Roscius alive.’

‘Yes, that’s true.’ She nodded. ‘He ate his last meal here in this very room. Oh, how he loved this room. He once told me he had no use for the outdoors at all. Fields and meadows and country life in Ameria bored him without end. “This is all the garden I need,” he once told me.’ She gestured to the painted walls. ‘You see that peacock over there, on the southern wall, with its wings in full array? There, it’s lit up at this very moment by the skylight. How he loved that image, all the colours – I remember, he used to call it his Gaius, and wanted me to do the same. Gaius loved this room, too, you know.’

‘Gaius?’

‘Yes. His son.’

‘I thought the dead man had only one son.’

‘Oh, no. Well, yes, only one remaining son, after Gaius died.’

‘And when was that?’

‘Let me think. Three years ago? Yes, I remember, because it was the very night of Sulla’s triumph. There were parties all over the Palatine. People made the rounds from one gathering to another. Everyone feasted – the civil wars were over at last. I hosted a party myself, in this room, with the doors to the garden thrown open. Such a warm night – weather exactly like what we’re having now. Sulla himself was here for a while. I remember, he made a joke. “Tonight,” he said, “everyone who’s anyone in Rome is either partying – or packing.” Of course, there were some who parried who should have packed. Who could have imagined things would go so far?’ She raised her eyebrows and sighed.

‘Then it was here that Gaius Roscius died?’

‘Oh, no, that’s the point. That’s why I remember. Gaius and his father should have been here – oh, how that would have excited dear Sextus, to have rubbed elbows with Sulla in this very room, to have had the opportunity to introduce Gaius to him. And knowing the dictator’s tastes in that direction’ – she narrowed her eyes and looked askance at no one in particular – ‘they might have hit it off rather well.’

‘Sulla and the boy, you mean?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then Gaius was a comely youth?’

‘Oh, yes. Fair-haired and handsome, intelligent, well-mannered. Everything dear Sextus wanted in a son.’

‘How old was Gaius?’

‘Let me think, he had taken his manly toga some time before. Nineteen, I imagine, perhaps twenty.’

‘Considerably younger than his brother?’

‘Oh, yes, I imagined poor young Sextus is – what, forty at the least? He has two daughters, you know. The elder is almost sixteen.’

‘Were they close, the two brothers?’

‘Gaius and young Sextus? I don’t think so. I don’t see how they could have been – they almost never saw each other. Gaius spent all his time with his father in the city, while Sextus ran the farms in Ameria.’

‘I see. You were going to tell me how Gaius died.’

‘Really, I don’t see how any of this pertains to the case at hand.’ Cicero shifted uncomfortably in his chair. ‘It’s nothing more than gossip.’

I glanced at him, not without sympathy. Thus far Cicero had treated me with uncommon courtesy, partly because he was naive, partly because of his nature. But my talking so freely with a woman so far above me (a Metella!) irked even his liberal sensibility. He saw the dialogue for what it was, an interrogation, and he took offence.

‘No, no, Cicero, let him ask.’ Caecilia reproached him with her fan and indulged me with a smile. She was happy, even eager, to talk about her late friend. I had to wonder exactly what her own relationship had been once upon a time with party-going, fun-loving old Sextus Roscius.

‘No, Gaius Roscius did not die in Rome.’ Caecilia sighed. ‘They were to have come here that night, to pass the early evening at my party; then we would all walk to sands were invited. Sulla’s largesse was boundless. Sextus Roscius was quite anxious to make a good appearance; only a few days before, he had come by with young Gaius to ask my advice on his apparel. If things had gone as they should have, Gaius would never have died. . . .’ Her voice died away. She raised her eyes to the sunlit peacock.

‘The Fates intervened,’ I prompted.

‘As they have a nasty habit of doing. Two days before the triumph Sextus pater received a message from Sextus filius in Ameria, urging him to come home. Some emergency – a fire, a flood, I’m not sure. So urgent that Sextus rushed home to the family estate and took Gaius with him. He hoped to be back in time for the festivities. Instead he stayed in Ameria for the funeral.’

‘How did it happen?’

‘Food poisoning. A bad jar of pickled mushrooms – one of Gaius’s favourite delicacies. Sextus described the incident to me later in great detail, how his son collapsed on the floor and began vomiting clear bile. Sextus reached into his throat, thinking his son was choking. The boy’s throat was burning hot. When he pulled out his fingers they were covered with blood. Gaius coughed up more bile, this time thick and black. He was dead within minutes. Senseless, tragic. Dear Sextus was never the same afterwards.’

‘You say that Gaius was nineteen or twenty, yet I thought his father was a widower. When did the boy’s mother die?’

‘Oh – but of course, you wouldn’t know. She died giving birth to Gaius. I think that was one of the reasons Sextus loved the boy so much. He resembled his mother a great deal. Sextus thought of Gaius as her final gift to him.’

‘And the two sons – they must have been born almost twenty years apart. To the same mother?’

‘No. Didn’t I explain? Gaius and young Sextus were half brothers. The first wife died of some illness years ago.’ Caecilia shrugged. ‘Perhaps another reason the boys were never close.’

‘I see. And when Gaius died, did that bring Sextus Roscius and his elder son closer together?’

Caecilia glanced away sadly. ‘No. It was quite the opposite, I’m afraid. Sometimes tragedy has that effect on a family, to deepen old wounds. Sometimes a father loves one son more than the other – who can change such a fact? When Gaius died, Sextus blamed the boy’s brother. It was an accident, of course, but an old man in the throes of grief isn’t always strong enough to blame the gods. He came back to Rome and frittered away his time – and his fortune. He once told me, now that Gaius was dead, he had no one to whom he cared to leave a legacy, so he was determined to spend it all before he died. Cruel words, I know. While Sextus filius ran the estates, Sextus pater blindly spent everything he could. You can imagine the bitterness on both sides.’

‘Enough bitterness to lead to murder?’

Caecilia gave a weary shrug. Her vivaciousness had deserted her. The disguise of henna and makeup abruptly faded, revealing the wrinkled woman beneath. ‘I don’t know. It would be almost unbearable to think that Sextus Roscius was killed by his own son.’

‘That night last September – on the Ides, wasn’t it? – Sextus Roscius dined here . . . before his death?’

‘Yes.’

‘When did he leave your house?’

‘He left early, I remember. It was his habit to stay on until well into the night, but that evening he left before the final course. It was the first hour after nightfall.’

‘And do you know where he was headed?’

‘Home, I suppose . . .’ Her voice trailed off in an unnatural way. Caecilia Metella, having lived so many years alone, lacked at least one skill that all Roman wives possess. Caecilia Metella had no ability to lie.

I cleared my throat. ‘Perhaps Sextus Roscius wasn’t on his way home when he left you that night. Perhaps there was a reason he left early. An appointment? A message?’

‘Well, yes, actually.’ Caecilia furrowed her brow. ‘It seems to me there was a messenger who came. Yes, a very common sort of messenger, the kind that anyone might hire off the street. He came to the servants’ door. Ahausarus came looking for me, explaining there was a man outside the kitchens with a message for Sextus Roscius. I was hosting a small party that night; there were only six or eight of us in the room, not yet done with dinner. Sextus was relaxing, almost dozing. Ahausarus whispered in his ear. Sextus looked a bit startled, but he rose at once and left the room without even asking my leave.’

‘I don’t suppose, in some way or other, you happened to know what that message was?’

Cicero groaned, very faintly. Caecilia stiffened, and the natural colour rose in her cheeks. ‘Young man, Sextus Roscius and I were very old, very dear friends.’

‘I understand, Caecilia Metella.’

‘Do you? An old man needs someone to look after his interests, and to show some curiosity when strange messengers arrive to disturb him in the night. Of course, I followed. And I listened.’

‘Ah. Then could you tell me from whom this messenger came?’

‘These were his exact words: “Elena asks that you come to the House of Swans at once. It’s very important.” And then he showed Sextus a token.’

‘What sort of token?’

‘A ring.’

‘A ring?’

‘A woman’s ring – small, silver, very plain. The sort of ring a poor man might give to his lover, or the sort of petty token that a rich man might give to a . . .’

‘I see.’

‘Do you? After Gaius died, Sextus began spending a great deal of time and money in those sorts of places. I’m talking about brothels, of course. Do you think it pathetic, a man of his age? But don’t you see, it was because of Gaius. As if there were a sudden, overwhelming desire in him to create another son. Absurd, of course, but sometimes a man must bow to nature. Healing takes place in mysterious ways.’

We sat in silence for a moment. ‘I think you are a wise woman, Caecilia Metella. Do you know anything else about this Elena?’

‘No.’

‘Or the House of Swans?’

‘Nothing, except that it’s somewhere in the vicinity of the Baths of Pallacina, not very far from Sextus’s house by the Circus Flaminius. Well, you don’t think he would have patronized some tawdry establishment in the Subura, do you?’

Cicero cleared his throat. ‘I think it may be time for Gordianus to meet young Sextus Roscius.’

‘Only a few more questions,’ I said. ‘Sextus Roscius left the dinner party immediately?’

‘Yes.’

‘But not alone.’

‘No, he left with the two slaves who had accompanied him. His favourites. Sextus always brought them.’

‘You wouldn’t happen to remember their names?’

‘Of course I do, they were in and out of my house for years. Chrestus and Felix. Very loyal. Sextus trusted them completely.’

‘Suitable slaves for a bodyguard?’

‘I suppose they may have carried knives of some sort. But they weren’t built like gladiators, if that’s what you mean. No, they were there mainly to hold the lamps and to see their master to his bed. Against a gang of armed thugs I don’t imagine they would have been much use.’

‘And did their master need seeing to bed, or help walking through the streets?’

‘You mean was he that drunk?’ Caecilia smiled fondly. ‘Sextus was not a man to stint himself of pleasure.’

‘I suppose he was wearing a fine toga.’

‘His finest.’

‘And did he wear jewellery?’

‘Sextus was not modest in appearance. I imagine there was gold showing on his person.’

I shook my head at the audacity of it: an old man walking virtually unguarded through the streets of Rome after dark, drunk on wine and showing off his wealth, answering a mysterious summons from a whore. His luck had finally abandoned Sextus Roscius on the Ides of September, but who had been the instrument of Fate, and for what purpose?
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Sextus Roscius and his family had been installed in a distant wing of the great house. The eunuch Ahausarus led us there through a network of increasingly narrow and less resplendent hallways. At last we entered a region where the paintings on the walls badly needed restoration, then vanished altogether to be replaced by ordinary plaster, much of it decayed and crumbling. The tile beneath our feet became uneven and cracked, with holes the size of a man’s fist. We were far from the formal gardens and the intimate dining room where Caecilia had received us, far beyond the kitchens and even the servants’ quarters. The odours here were less delectable than those of roast duck and boiling fish. We were somewhere near the indoor privies.

Like a true Roman patroness of the ancient mould, Caecilia seemed willing to undergo embarrassment and even scandal to protect a family client, but it was clear that she had no desire to have young Sextus Roscius anywhere near her within the house, or to spoil him with luxury. I began to wonder if Caecilia was herself convinced of the man’s innocence, to have given him such begrudging shelter.

‘How long has Roscius been living under Metella’s roof?’ I asked Cicero.

‘I’m not sure. Rufus?’

‘Not long. Twenty days, perhaps; he wasn’t here any earlier than the Nones of April, I’m sure. I visit her often, but I didn’t even know he was here until the guards were posted and Caecilia felt she had to explain. Before that she made no effort to introduce him. I don’t think she cares for him very much, and of course his wife is so very common.’

‘And what was he doing here in the city if he loves the countryside so much?’

Rufus shrugged. ‘I’m not sure about that either, and I don’t think Caecilia knows for certain. He and his family simply showed up on her doorstep one afternoon, pleading for admittance. I doubt she had ever met him before, but of course when she realized he was Sextus’s son she opened her house immediately. It seems this trouble over the old man’s death has been brewing for some time, beginning back in Ameria. I think they may have run him out of the village; he showed up in Rome with practically nothing, not even a household slave. Ask him who’s caring for his farms back in Ameria and he’ll tell you that most of them were sold, and some cousins are running the rest. Ask him to be specific and he throws one of his fits. Personally I think Hortensius dropped the case out of sheer frustration.’

Ahausarus made a show of admitting us with a flourish through a final curtain. ‘Sextus Roscius, the son of Sextus Roscius,’ he said, bowing his head towards the figure who sat in the centre of the room, ‘a much-esteemed client of my mistress. I bring visitors,’ he said, making a vaguely dismissive gesture in our direction. ‘The young Messalla, and Cicero, the advocate, whom you have met before. And another, called Gordianus.’ Tiro he ignored, of course, as he also ignored the woman who sat sewing cross-legged on the floor in one corner, and the two girls who knelt beneath the skylight playing some sort of game.

Ahausarus withdrew. Rufus stepped forward. ‘You look better today, Sextus Roscius.’

The man gave a faint nod.

‘Perhaps you’ll have more to say this afternoon. Cicero needs to begin preparing his defence – your trial is only eight days away. That’s why Gordianus has come with us. They call him the Finder. He is skilled at finding the truth.’

‘A magician?’ Two baleful eyes glared up at me.

‘No,’ said Rufus. ‘An investigator. My brother Hortensius often makes use of his services.’

The baleful eyes turned on Rufus. ‘Hortensius – the coward who turned tail and ran? What good can any friends of Hortensius do me?’

Rufus’s pale, freckled face turned the colour of cherries. He opened his mouth, but I raised my hand to silence him. ‘Tell me something,’ I said in a loud voice. Cicero wrinkled his brow and shook his head, but I waved him back. ‘Tell me now, before we go any further. Sextus Roscius of Ameria: did you murder or did you in any way cause the murder of your father?’

I stood over him, daring him by my very posture to look up at me, which he did. What I saw was a simple face, such as Roman politicians delight in extolling, a face darkened by sun, chapped by wind, weathered by time. Roscius might be a rich farmer, but he was a farmer nonetheless. No man can rule over peasants without acquiring the look of a peasant; no man can raise crops out of the earth, even if he uses slaves to do it, without acquiring a layer of dirt beneath his fingernails. There was an uncouthness about Sextus Roscius, a rough-hewn, unpolished state, a quality of inertness as blank and immovable as granite. This was the son left behind in the countryside, to whip the backs of stubborn slaves and see the oxen pulled from ditches, while pretty young Gaius grew up a pampered city boy with city ways in the house of their pleasure-loving father.

I searched his eyes for resentment, bitterness, jealousy, avarice. I saw none of these. Instead I saw the eyes of an animal with one foot caught in a trap who hears the noise of hunters approaching.

Roscius finally answered me in a low, hoarse whisper: ‘No.’ He looked into my eyes without blinking. Fear was all I could see, and though fear will make a man lie more quickly than anything else, I believed he was telling me the truth. Cicero must have seen the same thing; it was Cicero who had told me that Roscius was innocent, and that I would only have to meet him to know it for myself.

Sextus Roscius was of middle age. Given that he was a hardworking man of considerable wealth, I had to assume that his appearance on this day was not typical. The terrible burden of his uncertain future – or else the terrible guilt of his crime – lay heavy upon him. His hair and beard were longer than even country fashion might dictate, knotted and unkempt and streaked with grey. His body, slumped in the chair, looked stooped and frail, though a glance at Cicero or Rufus revealed that in comparison he was a much larger man with a fair amount of muscle. There were dark circles beneath his eyes. His skin was sallow. His lips were dry and cracked.

Caecilia Metella claimed he woke up screaming at night. No doubt she had taken one look at him and decided that his mind was unhinged. But Caecilia had never walked the endless, teeming streets of the poor in Rome or Alexandria. Desperation may verge into madness, but to the eye that has seen too much of both there is a clear difference. Sextus Roscius was not a madman. He was desperate.

I looked around for a place to sit. Roscius snapped his fingers at the woman. She was middle-aged, stout, and plain. From the way she dared to scowl back at him, she had to be his wife. The woman stood up and snapped her fingers in turn at the two girls, who scurried up off the floor. Roscia Majora and Roscia Minora, I assumed, given the unimaginative way that Romans ration the father’s surname to all the daughters in a family, distinguishing them only by appending their rank.

Roscia the elder was perhaps Rufus’s age or a bit younger, a child on the cusp of womanhood. Like Rufus she wore a plain white gown that kept her limbs concealed. Great masses of chestnut hair were braided into a knot at the base of her neck and cascaded to her waist; in country fashion, her hair had never been cut. Her face was strikingly pretty, but about her eyes I saw the same haunted look that marked her father.

The younger girl was only a child, a replica of her sister in miniature, with the same gown and the same long, braided hair. She followed the other women across the room but was too small to help them carry the chairs. Instead she grinned and pointed at Cicero.

‘Funny-face,’ she shouted, then clapped her hands to her mouth, laughing. Her mother scowled and chased her from the room. I glanced at Cicero, who bore the indignity with stoic grace. Rufus, who looked as handsome as Apollo next to Cicero, blushed and looked at the ceiling.

The older girl retreated after her mother, but before slipping through the curtain she turned and glanced back. Cicero and Rufus were taking their seats; they seemed not to notice her. I was struck again by her face – her wide mouth and smooth forehead, her deep brown eyes tinged with sadness. She must have seen me staring; she stared back with a frankness not often found in girls of her age and class. Her lips drew back, her eyes narrowed, and the look on her face suddenly became an invitation – sensual, calculated, provocative. She smiled. She nodded. Her lips moved, mouthing words I couldn’t make out.

Cicero and Rufus were across the room, their heads together, exchanging a hurried whisper. I glanced over my shoulder and saw only Tiro nervously shifting from foot to foot. She could only have been looking at me, I thought.

When I looked back, young Roscia Majora was gone, with only the swaying curtain and a faint scent of jasmine to mark her passing. The intimacy of her parting glance left me startled and confused. It was such a look as lovers exchange, yet I had never seen her before.

I stepped to the chair that had been set out for me. Tiro followed behind and slid it beneath me. I shook my head to clear it. Another look at the girl’s father sobered me instantly.

‘Where are your slaves, Sextus Roscius? Surely in your own home you would never think of asking your wife and daughters to fetch chairs for company.’

The baleful eyes glittered. ‘Why not? Do you think they’re too good for it? It does a woman good to be reminded every so often of her place. Especially women like mine, with a husband and father rich enough to let them sit about and do as they please all day long.’

‘Pardon, Sextus Roscius. I meant no offence. You speak wisely. Perhaps next time we should ask Caecilia Metella to fetch the chairs.’

Rufus suppressed a laugh. Cicero winced at my impertinence.

‘You’re a real wise-mouth, aren’t you?’ snapped Sextus Roscius. ‘A clever city man like these others. What is it you want?’

‘Only the truth, Sextus Roscius. Because finding it is my job, and because the truth is the one thing that can save an innocent man – a man like you.’

Roscius sank lower in his seat. In a test of brawn he would have been a match for any two of us, even in his weakened state, but he was an easy man to beat down with words.

‘What is it you want to know?’

‘Where are your slaves?’

He shrugged. ‘Back in Ameria, of course. On the estates.’

‘All of them? You brought no servants with you, to clean and cook, to take care of your daughters? I don’t understand.’

Tiro bent close to Cicero and whispered something in his ear. Cicero nodded and waved his hand. Tiro left the room.

‘What a well-mannered little slave you’ve got.’ Roscius curled his lip. ‘Asking his master’s permission to take a piss. Have you seen the plumbing here? Like nowhere else I’ve ever seen. Running water right in the house. My father used to talk about it – you know how an old man hates having to step outside to pass water in the night. Not here! Too good a place for slaves to take a shit if you ask me. Usually doesn’t smell this bad, except it’s so damned hot.’

‘We were talking about your slaves, Sextus Roscius. There are two in particular to whom I wish to speak. Your father’s favourites, the ones who were with him the night he died. Felix and Chrestus. Are they in Ameria, too?’

‘How would I know?’ he snapped. ‘Probably run off by now. Or had their throats slit.’

‘And who would do that?’

‘Slit their throats? The same men who murdered my father, of course.’

‘And why?’

‘Because the slaves saw it happen, you fool.’

‘And how do you know that?’

‘Because they told me.’

‘Was that how you first learned of your father’s death – from the slaves who were with him?’

Roscius paused. ‘Yes. They sent a messenger from Rome.’

‘You were in Ameria the night he was killed?’

‘Of course. Twenty people could tell you that.’

‘And when did you learn he had been killed?’

Roscius paused again. ‘The messenger arrived two mornings after.’

‘And what did you do then?’

‘I came into the city that day. A hard ride. You can make it in eight hours if you have a good horse. Started at dawn, arrived at sundown – days are short in the autumn. The slaves showed me his body. The wounds . . .’ His voice became a whisper.

‘And did they show you the street where he was killed?’

Sextus Roscius stared at the floor. ‘Yes.’

‘The very spot?’

He shuddered. ‘Yes.’

‘I shall need to go there and see it for myself.’

He shook his head. ‘I won’t go there again.’

‘I understand. The two slaves can take me there, Felix and Chrestus.’ I watched his face. A light glimmered in his eyes, and I was suddenly suspicious, though of what I couldn’t say. ‘Ah,’ I said, ‘but the slaves are in Ameria, aren’t they?’

‘I already told you that.’ Roscius seemed to shiver, despite the heat.

‘But I need to visit the scene of the crime as soon as possible. I can’t wait for these slaves to be brought to Rome. I understand your father was on his way to an establishment called the House of Swans. Perhaps the crime occurred nearby.’

‘Never heard of the place.’ Was he lying or not? I studied his face, but my instincts failed me.

‘Even so, perhaps you could tell me how to find the spot?’

He could, and did. I was a bit surprised at this, given his ignorance of the city. There are a thousand streets in Rome; only a handful have names. But between Cicero and myself, and the landmarks Roscius could remember, I was able to piece together the route. It was complicated enough to need writing down. Cicero looked over his shoulder, muttering about Tiro’s absence; fortunately Tiro had left his wax tablet and stylus on the floor behind Cicero’s chair. Rufus volunteered to write out the notations.

‘Now tell me, Sextus Roscius: do you know who murdered your father?’

He lowered his eyes and paused a very long time. Perhaps it was only the heat, making him groggy. ‘No.’

‘Yet you told Cicero that you fear the same fate – that the same men are determined to kill you as well. That this prosecution is itself an attempt on your life.’

Roscius shook his head and drew his arms around himself. The baleful light was extinguished. His eyes grew dark. ‘No, no,’ he muttered. ‘I never said such a thing.’ Cicero shot me a puzzled glance. Roscius’s mutterings grew louder. ‘Give it up, all of you! Give it up! I’m a doomed man. They’ll throw me in the Tiber, sewn up in a sack, and for what? For nothing! What’s to become of my little daughters, my pretty little daughters, my beautiful girls?’ He began to weep.

Rufus stepped to his side and placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. Roscius violently shook it off.

I rose and made a formal bow. ‘Come, gentlemen, I believe we are finished here for the day.’

Cicero reluctantly stood. ‘But surely you’ve only begun. Ask him—’

I placed a finger to my lips. I turned towards the doorway, calling after Rufus, for I saw that he was still trying to comfort Sextus Roscius. I held back the curtain and allowed Cicero and Rufus to pass through. I looked back at Roscius, who was biting his knuckles and shivering.

‘There is some terrible shadow on you, Sextus Roscius of Ameria. Whether it’s guilt or shame or dread, I can’t make out. You obviously have no intention of explaining. But let this comfort you, or torment you, as the case may be: I promise you this, that I shall do everything I can to uncover your father’s murderer, whoever he may be; and I shall succeed.’

Roscius slammed his fists against the arms of his chair. His eyes glistened, but he no longer wept. The fire returned. ‘Do what you want!’ he snapped. ‘Another city-born fool. I never asked for your help. As if the truth by itself mattered, or meant anything at all. Go on, go gawk at his bloodstains in the street! Go see where the old man died on his way to visit his whore! What difference will it make? What difference? Even here I’m not safe!’

There was more. I did not hear it. I dropped my arm and let the heavy curtains absorb his abuse.

‘It seems to me he must know much more than he’s telling,’ Rufus said as we walked through the corridors towards Caecilia’s wing.

‘Of course he does. But what?’ Cicero made a face. ‘I begin to see why Hortensius dropped the case.’

‘Do you?’ I asked.

‘The man is impossible. How am I to defend him? You see why Caecilia has him stuck away in this smelly corner. I’m embarrassed to have wasted your time. I’ve half a mind to drop the case myself.’

‘I would advise against that.’

‘Why?’

‘Because my investigation has only started, and we’ve already made a promising beginning.’

‘But how can you say that? We’ve learned nothing, either from Caecilia or from Roscius himself: Caecilia knows nothing, and she’s only involved because of her sentimental attachment to the dead man. Roscius knows something, but he won’t tell. What could frighten him so badly that he won’t help his own defenders? We don’t even know enough to know what he’s lying about.’ Cicero grimaced. ‘Even so, by Hercules, I still believe he’s innocent. Don’t you feel it?’

‘Yes, perhaps. But you’re mistaken if you believe we’ve discovered nothing of value. I stopped asking him questions only because I already have enough threads to unravel. I’ve learned enough this afternoon to keep me busy for at least the next two days.’

‘Two days?’ Cicero tripped over a loose tile. ‘But the trial begins in eight days, and I still have no argument to build on.’

‘I promise you, Marcus Tullius Cicero, in eight days we shall know not only where Sextus Roscius was killed – which is no small detail – but also why and by whom and for what reason. However, at this moment it would make me very happy to solve a far simpler but no less pressing mystery.’

‘And what is that?’

‘Where can I find these much-celebrated indoor privies?’

Rufus laughed. ‘We’ve passed them already. You’ll have to turn back. The second door on your left will lead you to it. You’ll know it by the blue tile and a little relief of Triton above the door.’

Cicero wrinkled his nose. ‘I suspect you’ll know it from the smell. And while you’re at it,’ he called after me, ‘see if you can find where Tiro has got to. The same thing happened the last time we came – claimed he got lost among the hallways. If he’s still in the privy, I suppose he must be in some distress. Tell him it’s what he deserves for refusing to follow my example of fasting at midday. So much food, it’s an unnatural shock to the system, especially in this heat. . . .’

A turn to the left and a short walk down a narrow hallway brought me to the blue-tiled door. Small niches in the doorway contained tiny conical heaps of ash, the remnants of incense and sweet-burning woods to cover the fetid odours from within. On a day as stifling as this, the incense needed constant replenishing, but Caecilia’s servants had been lax in their duties, or else all the incense had been claimed for the mistress’s sanctum. I stepped through the heavy blue curtain.

There are no people on earth more adept at managing water and waste than the Romans. ‘We are ruled,’ as one Athenian wag once told me, ‘by a nation of plumbers.’ Yet here in one of the finest houses in the heart of the city something was badly amiss. The blue tiles needed scrubbing. The stone trough was clogged, and when I pressed the valve only a trickle of water emerged. A buzzing noise drew my eyes upward. Across the ventilating skylight stretched an immense spider’s web, filled with flies.

I did what I had come for and hurried from the room, sucking in a deep breath as I stepped through the blue curtain. The breath caught in my throat and I held it, listening to the sound of muffled voices from a doorway across the hall. One of the voices was Tiro’s.

I crossed the hall and inclined my head towards the thin yellow curtain. The other voice was that of a young woman, a countrified voice but of some refinement. She spoke a few muffled words, then let out a gasp and a moan.

I understood at once.

I might have withdrawn. Instead I stepped closer to the curtain and pressed my face against the thin yellow cloth. I had thought it was to me that she had given that baffling, seductive glance, for my sake that she had lingered in the room. I had thought her silent message had been for me to decipher. But she had been looking through me all the while, as if I were transparent. It was Tiro, standing behind me, to whom she had given the look, the message, the invitation.

Their voices were low and hushed, no more than ten feet away. I could barely make out the words.

‘I don’t like it here,’ she was saying. ‘It smells.’

‘But it’s the only room close to the privy – it’s the only excuse I could make – if my master comes looking for me I have to be close by . . .’

‘All right, all right.’ She let out a gasp. I heard them grappling. I pushed back the edge of the curtain and peered into the room.

It was a small storage room lit by a single window near the ceiling. A white light eddied into the room but seemed incapable of filling it. Motes of dust spiralled through the dense, heavy air. Amid the stacks of boxes, crates, and sacks, I caught a glimpse of naked flesh: Tiro’s thighs and buttocks. His thin cotton tunic was lifted up and pressed against his back by the girl’s clutching fingers. His groin pressed into hers, retreated and bolted convulsively forwards in the ancient, unmistakable rhythm.

Their faces were joined together, concealed by a block of deep shadow. The girl was naked. The sexless gown, lying shapeless and abandoned on the floor, had given no hint of the voluptuous lines of her figure or the breathtaking purity of her white flesh, gleaming and hard like alabaster, moist with sweat in the hot airless room so that she shone as if she had been rubbed with oil. Her body responded to his, pressing against him, wriggling upright against the wall with a strange convulsive motion, like a snake writhing on a hot pavement.

‘Soon,’ Tiro whispered, in a husky, breathless voice I would never have recognized – a voice neither slave nor free, the voice of the animal, the beast, the body.

The girl wrapped her hands around his buttocks, holding him tight. Her head was thrown back, her breasts lifted high. ‘A little longer,’ she whispered.

‘No, soon, they’ll be waiting for me. . . .’

‘Then remember, you promised, like last time – not inside me – my father would . . .’

‘Now!’ Tiro gave a long groan.

‘Not inside me!’ the girl hissed. Her fingers clawed into the tender flesh of his hips, pushing him away. Tiro staggered back, then forwards again, collapsing against her. He pressed his face to her cheek, then to her neck, then to her breasts as he slid downwards. He kissed her navel. He touched his tongue to the glistening strands of seed that clung to the smooth flesh of her belly. He embraced her hips and pressed his face between her legs.

I saw her naked, revealed in the soft, hazy light. Only her face was hidden in shadow. Her body was perfect, sleek and graceful, as pale and unblemished as heavy cream; neither a girl’s body nor a woman’s but the body of a girl awakening into womanhood, freed from innocence but unspoiled by time.

Without Tiro between us, I felt as naked as the girl. I drew back. The thin yellow curtain fell shut without a sound, gently rippling as if a stray breeze had wandered down the hallway.
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‘So they did it right there, in the rich woman’s house, right under his master’s nose. Good for them!’

‘No, Bethesda. Right under my nose.’ I pushed the bowl away and looked up at the sky. The glow of the city obscured the minor stars, but the greater constellations shone bright and glittering in the warm evening air. Far away to the west a band of thunderclouds loomed like the dusty wake of a mounted army. I lay back on the couch, closed my eyes, and listened to the stillness of the garden and all the little sounds inside it: the quiet sputtering of the torch, the chirr of a cricket beside the pond, the loud purring of Bast rubbing herself against the table leg. I heard the gentle clatter of dishes and Bethesda’s light footfall as she retreated into the house. The cat followed after her; the purring grew louder for an instant and then diminished into silence.

Bethesda returned. I heard the rustle of her gown, then felt her presence as she joined me on the couch. My head dipped from her weight, then soft hands lifted me and cradled my face on her lap. Another weight dropped onto the foot of the couch. Warm fur stroked against my bare feet, and I felt the vibration as much as heard it – the loud contented purr of a cat grown fat on delicacies from its master’s plate.

‘Did the meal displease you, Master? You ate almost nothing.’ Bethesda gently stroked my temple.

‘The meal was delicious,’ I lied. ‘It was the heat that killed my appetite. And all the walking I did today.’

‘You should not have walked so much in this heat. You should have made the rich woman hire you a litter.’

I shrugged. Bethesda stroked my neck and throat. I grasped her hand and ran her fingers against my lips. ‘So soft and smooth. You work so hard, Bethesda – I tease you for being lazy, but I know better – yet you keep your hands as soft as a vestal’s.’

‘Something my mother taught me. Even the poorest girl in Egypt knows how to care for her body and to keep herself beautiful. Not like these Roman women.’ Even with my eyes shut I could see the face she made, disdainful and haughty. ‘Putting creams and makeup on their faces as if they were laying mortar for bricks.’

‘The Romans have no style,’ I agreed. ‘No grace. Especially the women. The Romans became much too rich, much too quickly. They are a crude and vulgar people, and they own the world. Once upon a time they had manners, at least. A few of them still do, I suppose.’

‘Like you?’

I laughed. ‘Not me. I have no manners, and no money, either. All I own are a woman and a cat and a house I can’t afford to keep up. I was thinking of Cicero.’

‘From the way you describe him, he is a very homely man.’

‘Yes, Bethesda, Cicero has nothing that would interest you.’

‘But the boy . . .’

‘No, Bethesda, Rufus Messalla is too young even for your tastes, and far too rich.’

‘I meant the slave boy. The one who fetched you for his master. The one you saw with the girl. How did he look with his clothes off?’

I shrugged. ‘I hardly saw him. Or at least not the parts of him that would interest you.’

‘Perhaps you don’t know the parts that would interest me.’

‘Perhaps not.’ With my eyes shut I saw them again, crushed against the wall, moving furiously together, shuddering to a rhythm from which all the rest of the world was excluded. Bethesda slid her hand inside my tunic and softly stroked my chest.

‘What happened afterwards? Don’t tell me they were caught, or I shall be very sad.’

‘No, they weren’t caught.’

‘Did you let the boy know you had seen him?’

‘No. I made my way down the corridor until I found Cicero and Rufus in the garden, sitting with Caecilia Metella, all three of them looking very grim. We spoke for a few moments. Tiro walked in a bit later, looking appropriately embarrassed. Cicero made no comment. No one suspected a thing.’

‘Of course not. They think they know so much and he must know so little, being only a slave. You’d be surprised at the things a slave can do without getting caught.’

A tress of her hair fell against my cheek. I rubbed my face against it, breathing in the scents of henna and herbs. ‘Would I be surprised, Bethesda?’

‘No. Not you. Nothing surprises you.’

‘Because I have a suspicious nature. Thank the gods for that.’ Bast purred loudly against my feet. I settled my shoulders against Bethesda’s thigh.

‘So tired,’ she said softly. ‘Do you want me to sing?’

‘Yes, Bethesda, sing something quiet and soothing. Sing something in a language I don’t understand.’

Her voice was like still water, pure and deep. I had never heard the song before, and though I couldn’t understand a word of it, I knew it must have been a lullaby. Perhaps it was a song her mother had sung. I lay half-dreaming in her lap, while images of the most horrendous violence passed harmlessly before my eyes. The images were unnaturally vivid, yet somehow remote, as if I watched them through a thick pane of coloured glass. I saw the drunken gladiators and the embalmers and the stabbing in the street that morning and Tiro’s face flushed with excitement. I saw an old man set upon by thugs in an alley somewhere, stabbed over and over. I saw a naked man bound and whipped, pelted with excrement, sewn up in a bag with animals and cast alive into the Tiber.

At some point the lullaby ceased and changed into another song, a song I had often heard before, though I had never understood the words. It was one of the songs Bethesda sang to excite me, and while she sang it I sensed the movements of her body as she pulled off her robe, and I smelled the strong musk of her naked flesh. She rose up and over and beside me, until we lay close together upon the couch. She pulled my tunic above my hips, just as the daughter of Sextus Roscius had done for Tiro. I never opened my eyes, even as she bent down and swallowed me, even as I pulled her up and rolled atop her and pushed myself inside her. It was Bethesda’s body I embraced, but it was the girl I saw behind my closed eyes, standing naked and defiled with the seed of a slave glistening on her flesh.

We lay together for a long time, unmoving, our bodies joined by heat and sweat, as if flesh could melt and fuse. Bast, who at some point had fled, returned and lay purring amid the tangle of our legs. I heard a peal of thunder and thought I only dreamed it, until a scattering of warm raindrops fell against my flesh, blown in from the garden. The torch sputtered and failed. More thunder, and Bethesda huddled against me, murmuring in her secret language. The rain fell thick and straight, hissing on the roof tiles and paving stones, a long, steady rain, powerful enough to wash the foulest sewers and streets of Rome, the cleansing rain that poets and priests tell us comes from the gods to purify the sins of fathers and sons alike.
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The next morning I rose early and washed myself from the fountain in the garden. The parched earth had grown plump and moist from the night-long rain. The vegetation dripped with heavy dew. The sky above was milky pearl touched with coral, as opalescent as the inner surface of a shell. As I watched, the glaze of colour evaporated into mist; by imperceptible degrees the sky became a proper blue, suffused with light, cloudless, harbinger of the heat to come. I dressed in my lightest tunic and cleanest toga and ate a mouthful of bread. I left Bethesda sleeping on the couch. She lay clutching her robe as a coverlet against the still-cool morning, with Bast curled against her neck like a collar of black fur.

I made my way at a quick stride to Cicero’s house. We had parted the day before with the understanding that I would pass by on my way to inspect the site of Sextus Roscius’s murder. But when I arrived Cicero sent word by Tiro that he would not rise until noon. He suffered from a chronic malady of the bowels, and blamed the present relapse on having broken his regimen to eat a prune at Caecilia Metella’s. He kindly offered the use of Tiro for the day.

The streets still gleamed with rain and the air had a clean, scrubbed smell when we set out. By the time we reached the foot of the Capitoline, passed through the Fontinal Gate, and entered the neighbourhood of the Circus Flaminius, the heat of the day had already begun to reassert its power over the city. The paving stones began to steam. Brick walls began to ooze and sweat. The freshness of morning turned humid and stifling.

I mopped my forehead with the edge of my toga and silently cursed the heat. I glanced at Tiro and saw that he was smiling, staring straight ahead with a stupid look in his eyes. I could imagine the reason for his high spirits, but I said nothing.

All about the Circus Flaminius is a network of mazelike streets. Those nearest the Circus, especially those that face the long structure itself and are thus most able to exploit the heavy traffic that surrounds it, are thick with shops, taverns, brothels, and inns. The outlying web of streets is crammed with tenements three and four storeys tall, many of which overhang the street and thus block out the sunlight. One street looks very much like another, and all are a hodgepodge of every age and quality of architecture. Given the frequency of fires and earthquakes, Rome is constantly being rebuilt; as the population has grown and vast tracts of property have been amassed under the control of great landlords, the newer buildings tend to be of the poorest imaginable design and construction. Surrounding a venerable brick-and-mortar apartment building that has somehow withstood a century of catastrophes, one may see ramshackle tenements without the slightest ornament, looking to be made of nothing more than mud and sticks. Under Sulla, of course, these problems have only become worse.

We followed the route that Sextus Roscius had described, as copied down the day before by the young Messalla. Rufus’s script was atrocious, almost unreadable. I remarked to Tiro that it was a pity he had been busy elsewhere and unable to take down the notes in his own firm, clean hand. ‘Being a noble, Rufus has never bothered to learn how to make his letters, at least not so well that anyone else could read it. But you seem to have considerable skill in wielding your stylus.’ I made the comment as offhandedly as I could, and smiled to see his ears turn red.

I had no doubt that the route was correct; it followed a natural path from the house of Caecilia Metella into the heart of the Circus district, taking the broadest streets, avoiding the more narrow and most dangerous shortcuts. We passed by several taverns, but old Sextus would not have stopped there, at least not on that night, not if he was so eager to reach the sender of the cryptic message.

We came into a broad sunlit square. Shops faced inward towards the central cistern where the locals came to draw their daily water. A tall, broad-shouldered woman in dingy robes seemed to be the self-appointed mistress of the cistern, regulating the small line of slaves and housewives who stood about gossiping while they waited their turn. One of the slaves threw half a bucket of water on a group of ragged urchins loitering nearby. The children screamed with pleasure and shook themselves like dogs.

‘Through there,’ Tiro said. He studied the directions and bunched his eyebrows. ‘At least I think so.’

‘Yes, I remember from yesterday: a narrow passage between a wine shop and a tall red-stained tenement.’ I looked about the irregular square, at the six streets that radiated outward. Of them all, the street that old Sextus had taken that night was the narrowest, and because it took a sharp turn early on, it afforded the least visibility. Perhaps it was the shortest way to the woman called Elena. Perhaps it was the only way.

I looked about and spotted a man crossing the square. I took him to be a minor merchant or a shopkeeper, a man of some means but not rich, to judge from his worn but well-made shoes. From the easy way he comported himself, looking idly about the square without seeming to notice a thing, I assumed he was a local who had crossed it many times, perhaps every day. He paused beside the public sundial mounted on a low pedestal, furrowing his brow and wrinkling his nose at it. I stepped up to him.

‘ “May the gods confound him,” ’ I quoted, ‘ “who first invented the hours, and who placed the first sundial in Rome!” ’

‘Ah!’ He looked up, smiling broadly, and instantly picked up the refrain: ‘ “Pity me, pity me! They have segmented my day like the teeth of a comb!” ’

‘Ah, you know the play,’ I began, but he was not to be interrupted.

‘ “When I was a boy my stomach was my clock, and it never steered me wrong; now even if the table overflows there’s no eating till shadows are long. Rome is ruled by the sundial; Romans starve and thirst all the while!” ’

We shared a quiet laugh. ‘Citizen,’ I said, ‘do you know this neighbourhood?’

‘Of course. I’ve lived here for years.’

‘Then I’m sure you can help me. Starving and thirsty I’m not, but there is another craving I long to satisfy. I’m a lover of birds.’

‘Birds? None around here but the pigeons. Too stringy for my taste.’ He smiled, showing a wide gap between his teeth.

‘I was thinking of a more elegant fowl. At home in water, on the earth, or heaven-bound. A friend of a friend told me there were swans hereabout.’

He understood at once. ‘The House of Swans, you mean.’

I nodded.

‘Right down that street.’ He pointed to the space between the wine shop and the red tenement.

‘Might one of these other streets take me there as easily?’

‘Not unless you want to walk twice as far as you need to. No, this street is the only practical way. It’s a single long block with only a few dead-end streets branching off. And the walk will be worth your while,’ he added with a wink.

‘I certainly hope so. Come, Tiro.’ We turned and walked towards the narrow street. I could see only a little way down its length. The buildings on either side were high. Even in the bright morning light its walls seemed to close around us, dank and musty, a dim crevice of mortar and brick.

The buildings along its length were mostly long tenements, many with only a single door and no windows at street level, so that we walked for long stretches with blank walls on either side. Upper storeys overhung the lower; they would provide shelter when it rained, but they would also create deep pockets of shadow at night. All along the way, every fifty paces or so, brackets were mounted in the walls, filled with the still-smouldering stumps of last night’s torches. Under each torch a small stone was set into the wall; each stone was engraved with the profile of a swan, the crude sort of work done by cheap artisans. The tiles were advertisements. The torches were there to guide the nighttime clientele to the House of Swans.

‘It should be soon,’ Tiro said, looking up from the tablet.

‘We’ve passed a side street to our left already, and now another to our right. According to Rufus’s directions, Sextus Roscius found a large bloodstain in the middle of the street. But you don’t think it could still be there, after all this time—’

Tiro’s words never quite became a question. Instead his voice dropped on the final word as he looked down between his feet and came to a sudden stop. ‘Here,’ he whispered, and swallowed loudly.

Consider that a man’s body contains a great deal of blood. Consider also the porous nature of paving stones, and the barely adequate drainage of many Roman streets, particularly those at the lower elevations. Consider that we had received a very light rainfall that winter. Even so, old Sextus Roscius must have lain for a very long time in the centre of the street, bleeding and bleeding, to have left such a large, indelible stain.

The stain was almost perfectly round and as far across as a tall man’s arm. Towards the edges it became blurred and faded, blending imperceptibly with the general grime. But nearer the centre it was still quite concentrated, a very dark, blackened red. The day-to-day stamp of passing feet had worn the surface of the stones to their normal, oily smoothness, but when I knelt down to look more closely I could still detect tiny, desiccated crusts of red in the deeper fissures.

I looked up. Even from the centre of the street it was impossible to see into any of the second-storey windows except at a severely oblique angle. To see from the windows onto the street one would have to lean far over the sill.

The nearest door was several feet farther up the street; this was the entrance to the long tenement on our left. The wall on our right was equally featureless, except for a food shop a little way behind us, at the corner where the street intersected with a narrow cul-de-sac. The shop was not yet open. A single square door, very tall and broad, covered the entire front. It was a wooden door, coloured with a pale yellow wash and marked along the top with various glyphs for grains, vegetables, and spices. Much lower down, in one corner, there was another marking on the door that made me suck in my breath when I saw it.

‘Tiro! Here, come see this.’ I hurried back and squatted down beside the door. From the level of a man’s waist and below, the wood was covered with a film of soot and dust that thickened into a grimy band as it neared the street. Even so, at knee level, the handprint beneath the dirt was still quite clear to see. I placed my hand atop it and felt a strange shudder, knowing without a doubt that I was touching a bloody handprint left months before by Sextus Roscius.

Tiro looked at the handprint and back to the stain in the street. ‘They’re so far apart,’ he whispered.

‘Yes. But the handprint must have been made first.’ I stood and walked past the door to the corner. The narrow little branch street was not a street at all, or if it ever had been, was now bricked in at the end with a solid two-storey wall. The space itself was perhaps twenty feet deep, and no more than five feet wide. At the far end someone had been burning refuse; bits of rubbish and bone peeked out of a waist-high pile of grey and white ash. No windows overlooked the space, either from the surrounding walls or from the tenement across the street. The nearest torches were mounted at least forty steps away. At night the little cul-de-sac would be utterly dark and unseen until one passed directly before it – the perfect place to lie in ambush.

‘This was where they waited, Tiro, on this very spot, hidden in this recess, knowing he would come this way to answer the note from the woman Elena. They must have known what he looked like, well enough to recognize him from the light of the torches carried by his slaves, because they did not hesitate at all to spring out and begin stabbing him, here at the corner.’

I walked slowly towards the handprint. ‘The first wound must have been somewhere in his chest or belly – I suppose they must have looked him in the face to be sure – because he had no trouble touching the wound, clutching it, smearing his whole hand with blood. Somehow he broke away. Perhaps he thought he could push this door open, but he must have fallen to his knees – you see how low the handprint is.’ I glanced up the street. ‘But the real slaughter took place there, in the middle of the street. Somehow he managed to scramble back to his feet and stagger that far before they overcame him.’

‘Perhaps the slaves were trying to fight off the assassins,’ Tiro said.

‘Perhaps.’ I nodded, though I could more easily imagine them bolting in a blind panic at the first glint of steel.

I bent down to examine the handprint again. The high, broad door gave a shudder and sprang outward, hitting me square in the nose.

‘Here, what’s that?’ came a voice from inside. ‘Another vagrant, sleeping in front of my shop? I’ll have you beaten. Get on, let me open the door!’

The door shuddered again. I blocked it with my foot until I could stand and step safely aside.

A gnarled face peered from behind the door. ‘I said, get on!’ the man growled. The door swung outward in a wide arc, vibrating on its hinges, until it slammed against the wall beyond the cul-de-sac, completely covering over the narrow walkway where the assassins had hidden.

‘Oh, not a vagrant,’ the old man muttered, looking me up and down. I was still rubbing my nose. ‘My apologies.’ His voice carried not the least hint of friendliness or regret.

‘This is your shop, sir?’

‘Of course it’s my shop. And has been since my father died, which was probably before you were born. His father’s before that.’ He squinted up at the sunlight, shook his head as if the brightness disgusted him, and shuffled back into the shop.

‘You’re only now opening the store?’ I said, following him. ‘It seems rather late.’

‘It’s my shop. I open when I’m ready.’

‘When he’s ready!’ A voice shrieked from somewhere beyond the counter at the back of the shop. The long room was steeped in shadow. After the burning light of the street I stared into the gloom like a blind man. ‘When he’s ready, he says! When I’m finally able to get him out of bed and dressed is when he’s ready. When I’m ready, he could say. One of these days I won’t bother to get out of bed, I’ll just lie about like he does, and then where will we be?’

‘Old woman, shut up!’ The man tripped against a low table. A basket tipped over, and dried olives were scattered across the floor. Tiro stepped from behind me and began gathering them up.

‘Who’s this?’ said the old man, stooping over and squinting. ‘Your slave?’

‘No.’

‘Well, he acts like a slave. You wouldn’t want to sell him?’

‘I told you, he’s not my slave.’

The old man shrugged. ‘We used to have a slave. Until my stupid son freed the lazy bastard. That’s who used to open the shop every morning. What’s wrong if an old man likes to sleep late, if he’s got a slave to open the shop for him? He didn’t steal much, either, even if he was a lazy bastard. He should still be here, slave or not. A freedman has certain obligations to those who freed him, everybody knows that, legal obligations, slave or not, and right now is when we need him. But he’s off in Apulia somewhere, got himself a wife. Give them their freedom and the first thing they want to do is go off and breed like decent folk. He used to open the shop. Didn’t steal much, either.’

While he rambled on, my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom. The shop was in a dilapidated state, dusty and unswept. Half the shelves and counters were empty. The wrinkled black olives Tiro had scrambled to retrieve were covered with dust. I lifted the lid of a clay urn and pulled out a dried fig. The flesh was spotted with grey mould. The whole room was permeated with the musty odour of a house long unused, pierced by the sweet, sour stench of rotted fruit.

‘How would you know?’ piped a shrill voice from the back of the shop. I could see the woman more clearly now. She wore a dark shawl and seemed to be chopping something with a knife, punctuating each phrase with a sharp blow against the counter. ‘You don’t know anything, old man, or else you can’t remember. Your head’s like a sieve. That good-for-nothing Gallius stole from us all the time. I’d have had his hands cut off for stealing, only then what use would he have been to anyone? You can’t sell a slave if he hasn’t got hands, and nobody’ll buy a known thief except the mines and the galleys, and there’s no money in dead flesh, as the saying goes. He was no good. We’re better off without his kind.’

The man turned towards me and made a face behind the woman’s back. ‘Well, then, are you here to buy something or to listen to the old woman talk nonsense?’

I glanced about, searching for something that looked reasonably edible. ‘Actually, it was the signs on the door outside that drew my attention. The little symbols for fruits, grains . . .’

‘Ah, Gallius did those, too. Just before my son freed him. He was a talented slave, even if he was lazy. He hardly ever stole from us.’

‘There was one sign in particular I noticed. Unlike the others. Near the bottom of the door – the handprint.’

His face hardened. ‘Gallius didn’t paint that.’

‘I didn’t think so. It looks almost like blood.’

‘It is.’

‘Old man, you talk too much.’ The woman scowled and banged her knife against the counter. ‘Some things are to be seen but not spoken of.’

‘Shut up, old woman! If it were up to me, I’d have washed it off a long time ago, but you wanted it left there, and as long as it’s there you can’t be surprised if people notice it.’

‘How long has it been there?’

‘Oh, months and months. Since last September, I suppose.’

I nodded. ‘And how—’

‘There was a man killed in the middle of the street, a rich man, from what I heard. Imagine, stabbed to death right in front of my shop.’

‘After dark?’

‘Of course – otherwise the door would have been open, wouldn’t it? By Hercules – imagine if he’d come stumbling in here when the shop was open! There would never have been an end to the talk and the trouble.’

‘Old man, you don’t know anything about it, so why don’t you just shut up? Ask the good man again if he came to buy something.’ The woman kept her head bowed, like a bull’s, staring at me from beneath her thick eyebrows.

‘I know a man was killed, if you don’t mind,’ barked the old man.

‘We saw nothing, heard nothing. Only the gossip the next morning.’

‘Gossip?’ I said. ‘Then there was talk in the neighbourhood. Was he a local man?’

‘Not that I knew of,’ said the man. ‘Only they say some of the regulars from the Swans were in the street when they turned him over next morning and recognized his face.’

‘The Swans?’

‘A house of entertainments, for men. I wouldn’t know anything about it myself.’ He rolled his eyes back in his head, indicating his wife, and lowered his voice. ‘Though my boy used to tell some pretty wild stories about the place.’

The knife banged against the counter with a special ferocity.

‘At any rate, it happened some time after we closed up the shop and went upstairs for the night.’

‘Then you heard nothing? I’d think there might have been screams, some other noises.’

The man started to answer, but the woman interrupted.

‘Our rooms are at the back of the building. We don’t have a window on the street at the front. What’s your interest in the matter, anyway?’

I shrugged. ‘I only happened to be walking past and noticed the handprint. It seemed strange that no one should have covered it over.’

‘My wife,’ the old man said, with a pained expression. ‘Superstitious, like most women.’

The knife came down. ‘It stayed there for a very good reason. Have we had any thefts since it happened? Have we?’

The old man wrinkled his lips. ‘She imagines that it keeps out thieves at night. I told her it was more likely to keep out customers.’

‘But when the door’s open, nobody can see it, it’s hidden on the other side. It’s only when the door’s shut that you see it from the street, only when we’re closed, and that’s when we need the protection. You call me superstitious? A common criminal will think twice about robbing a shop after he’s seen a bloody handprint on the entrance. They chop off a thief’s hands, you know. It carries a power, I tell you. If we had contrived it ourselves, if it were anything less than blood, it would mean nothing, protect nothing. But the mark of a dying man, made with his own blood by his own hand, it carries a power. Ask the stranger here. He could feel it. Couldn’t you?’

‘I felt it!’ It was Tiro, standing behind me. Three pairs of eyes turned to watch him blush apple-red.

‘You’re sure you won’t sell him?’ asked the old man, who suddenly started to wheeze.

‘I told you already—’

‘A power in it!’ shrieked the old woman.

‘Tell me: who saw the murder? There must have been gossip. People are in and out of your shop all day. If someone actually witnessed it, you would know.’

The old man abruptly stopped wheezing. He stared at me for a long moment, then looked at his wife. As far as I could see she only scowled back, but it may be that she made some sign imperceptible to my eyes, for when he turned back it seemed he had been given grudging permission to speak.

‘There was one person. . . a woman. She lives in the tenement across the way. Her name is Polia. A young woman, a widow. Lives with her son, the little mute boy. It seems I recall another customer saying that Polia was talking to everyone about the murder right after it happened, how she had seen it with her own eyes, looking out of her window. Naturally, the next time they came into the shop I asked her about it. And do you know what? She wouldn’t speak a word about it, turned as mute as the boy, except to say that I should never ask her again, and not to tell anyone anything that might . . .’ He abruptly clamped his jaw shut with a guilty twitch.

‘Tell me,’ I said, picking through the dried figs to find a few worth eating, ‘does the little mute boy like figs? Tiro, give the man a coin from my purse.’

Tiro, who had been carrying my bag across his shoulder, reached into it and pulled out a copper as. ‘Oh, no, more than an as, Tiro. Give the man a sesterce, and let him keep the change. After all, I have an account for such expenses from your master.’

The old man accepted the coin and looked at it suspiciously. Beyond him I could see his wife, chopping away with an expression of grudging satisfaction.

‘Such a quiet slave, and such fine manners. You’re sure you wouldn’t like to sell him?’

I only smiled and motioned to Tiro to follow. Before I stepped into the sunlight I turned back. ‘If your son insisted on selling the only slave you had, why isn’t he here to help you himself?’

As soon as the words were spoken, I knew the answer. I bit my lip, wishing that words once said could be unspoken.

The woman abruptly hurled the knife across the room, plunging it into the wall with a shudder. She threw her arms heavenward and flung herself face down across the counter. The old man bowed his head and wrung his hands. In the gloom of the dilapidated shop they seemed posed in an eerie tableau, frozen in a sudden eruption of grief that was almost terrifying, almost comic.

‘The wars,’ the old man muttered. ‘Lost in the wars . . .’

I turned and put my arm around Tiro, who stood dumbfounded. Together we stole into the sunshine of the street.
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The tenement house across the way was of fairly recent construction. The windowless walls facing the street had as yet been defaced with only a modest amount of electioneering slogans (elections having continued, though without much enthusiasm, under Sulla’s dictatorship). More common were some choice selections of ribald graffiti, probably left, to judge from the content, by satisfied customers on their way home from the House of Swans. I saw Tiro twisting his head to catch one of the more obscene phrases, and clicked my tongue like a disapproving schoolmaster. But with one eye I scanned the litanies myself, curious to see if a certain name appeared; but Elena – she who had summoned Sextus Roscius – and whatever specific talents Elena might possess were not mentioned.

A brief flight of steps led up to the tenement door, which stood propped open in the morning heat. From a small, bare anteroom, two passageways led off to the left. One was a long, enclosed stairway up to the second floor. The other was a dark hallway that ran the length of the building, flanked by numerous cubicles covered over with ragged, unmatched draperies.

From the end of the hallway a tall, gaunt man sprang up from where he had been sitting on the floor and loped towards us, turning his head sidelong and rubbing his chin. He was the watchman. Every tenement has at least one, and sometimes in larger buildings one for every floor – an otherwise unemployed resident who collects a small fee from the others, or else from the landlord, to watch their belongings while they’re out during the day, and to keep an eye on strangers and visitors. Sometimes a slave may be used for the duty, but this tenement hardly looked like the dwelling of slaveowners; besides, I saw at a glance that he wore the iron ring of a free Roman.

‘Citizen,’ he said, coming to an abrupt halt before us. He was very tall and gaunt, with a grizzled beard and a slightly wild look in his eyes.

‘Citizen,’ I said, ‘I’m looking for a woman.’

He smiled stupidly. ‘Who isn’t?’

‘A woman named Polia.’

‘Polia?’

‘Yes. Upstairs, I think.’

‘Polia?’ he said again, rubbing his chin.

‘A widow, with a young son. The boy is mute.’

The man shrugged, exaggerating the gesture. At the same time he slowly turned his right hand palm-up.

‘Tiro,’ I began, but Tiro was already ahead of me, reaching into the leather bag across his shoulder. He drew out a couple of copper asses and showed them to me. I nodded, but made a gesture that he should wait. Meanwhile the gaunt giant loomed over us, staring at Tiro’s closed fist with unabashed greed.

‘There is a woman named Polia who still lives here?’ I said.

The man pursed his lips, then nodded. I inclined my head to Tiro, who handed him a single as.

‘And is she in her room now?’

‘Can’t say for certain. She’s upper-storey. Has a room with a door and everything.’

‘A door that locks?’

‘Not well enough to bother with.’

‘Then I suppose I’ll have to deal with another watchman at the head of the stairs, won’t I? Perhaps I should save the rest of my coins for him.’ I turned towards the stairway.

The giant restrained me with a surprisingly gentle hand on my shoulder. ‘Citizen, wait. You’d only be wasting your coins on him. He’s good for nothing, starts drinking wine from the moment he wakes up. Probably asleep right now, in this heat. You’d only have to wake him up to ask him where Polia’s room is. Here, I can show you myself, only walk quietly up the stairs.’

The giant led the way, easily taking two steps at a time, walking on exaggerated tiptoes; he seemed about to lose his balance with each step. As he had predicted, the upstairs watchman was fast asleep at the head of the stairs. The round little man sat against the wall with his pudgy legs spread out before him, a wineskin draped over one knee and a clay bottle propped lewdly between his thighs. The giant gingerly stepped over him, turning up his nose.

The narrow hallway was dimly lit by small windows at either end. The ceiling was so low that our guide had to stoop to avoid the lower beams. We followed him to a door midway down the hall, and waited while he quietly knocked. With each tap of his knuckles against the wood, he glanced nervously back at the sleeping watchman at the landing, and once when Tiro made the floorboards creak he pleaded for silence with both hands. I could only assume that the little drunkard had powers of retribution invisible to a stranger.

After a moment the thin, narrow door opened a finger’s width. ‘Oh, you,’ said a woman’s voice. ‘I’ve told you a thousand times already, no. Why won’t you just leave me alone? There must be fifty other women in this building.’

The giant glanced at me and actually blushed. ‘I’m not alone. You have visitors,’ he hissed.

‘Visitors? Not – my mother?’

‘No. A man. And his slave.’

She sucked in her breath. ‘Not the ones who came before.’

‘Of course not. They’re standing here beside me.’

The door opened farther, just enough to reveal the widow’s face from cheek to cheek. There was not much to see in the dimness except two frightened eyes. ‘Who are you?’

At the end of the hall the drunken watchman turned uneasily, upsetting the bottle between his legs. It spun about and rolled towards the steps.

‘By Hercules!’ The giant gasped and leaped on tiptoes towards the landing. Just as he arrived the bottle rolled over the edge and began descending the stairway, striking each step with a loud bang.

The little watchman was instantly awake. ‘What’s that? You!’ He rolled forwards and staggered to his feet. The giant was already descending the stairs, hands over his head, but the little man was too quick for him. In an instant he had taken up a long wooden slat and was batting it about the giant’s head and shoulders, screeching at him in a loud voice. ‘Bringing strangers onto my floor again! Stealing my tips! Didn’t think I’d catch you! Worthless pile of dung! Go on, go on, or do I beat you like a dog?’

The sight was absurd, pathetic, embarrassing. Tiro and I simultaneously laughed, and simultaneously ceased as we turned back to look at the young widow’s ashen face.

‘Who are you? What did you come here for?’

‘Gordianus is my name. Employed by the most esteemed advocate, Marcus Tullius Cicero. This is his secretary, Tiro. I only want to ask a few questions, about certain events of last September.’

Her face grew even paler. ‘I knew it. Don’t ask me how, but I knew. I dreamed about it again last night. . . But you’ll have to go away. I can’t talk to anyone right now.’

Her face withdrew. She pushed at the door. I blocked it with my foot. The wooden panel was so thin and shoddy that it cracked from the pressure.

‘Come now, won’t you let me in? That’s quite a watchdog you have at the head of the stairs, I hear him coming back now. I’m sure you’ll be quite safe – you need only cry out if I should do something improper.’

The door abruptly swung open, but it was not the widow who stood before us. It was her son, and though he must have been no more than eight years old, he did not look particularly small, especially clutching an upright dagger in his right fist.

‘No, Eco, no!’ The woman grabbed the boy’s arm and pulled him back. His eyes stayed fixed on mine, unblinking. Up and down the hall, doors rattled open. The little watchman, returning up the stairs, called out in a drunken voice, ‘What’s going on there?’

‘Oh, for Cybele’s sake, come in.’ The woman succeeded in pulling the knife from her son’s grasp and quickly latched the door behind us.

The boy kept his eyes on me, staring sullenly. ‘Carve these instead,’ I said, pulling out the figs and tossing them. He caught the lot with one hand.

The room was small and cramped, like most such apartments in most such buildings, but it had a window with shutters and space for two to sleep on the floor without even touching.

‘You live here alone?’ I asked. ‘Just the two of you?’ I glanced about at the few personal items that littered the room: a change of clothing, a small basket of cosmetics, a few wooden toys. Her things, his things.

‘What business is that of yours?’ She stood in the corner of the room near the window, with the boy in front of her. She kept one arm around him, hugging and restraining him at the same time.

‘None at all,’ I said. ‘Do you mind if I take a look from your window? You don’t know how lucky you are, or I suppose you do, having a view onto the street.’ The boy flinched as I stepped closer, but the woman held him tight. ‘Of course it’s not much of a view,’ I said, ‘but I imagine this street is quiet at night, and fresh air is a blessing.’

The sill came up to my thighs. The window was recessed a foot or more into the wall, forming a sort of seat; the woman had thrown a thin pillow over it. I had to lean far over to see out. Because we overhung the ground-floor apartments, I could see nothing of the outer wall below, but across the way and a bit to the right I could look down onto the entrance of the little food shop; the old woman was busy sweeping the street in front, attacking the job with the same aggressiveness she had shown on the chopping block. Directly below, standing out vividly at this distance against the surrounding paving stones, was the large stain left by the blood of Sextus Roscius.

I patted the cushion. ‘It makes a nice seat, especially on a hot day like this, I imagine. It must be pleasant in the autumn as well, to sit here if the evening is warm enough. To watch the passersby. If you look up, you must be able to see the stars on a cloudless night.’

‘I keep the shutters closed after dark,’ she said, ‘no matter what the weather’s like. And I don’t pay attention to people in the street. I mind my own business.’

‘Your name is Polia, isn’t it?’

She shrank against the wall, tightening her grip on the boy and clumsily fondling his hair. He made a face and reached up, pushing at her arms in agitation. ‘I don’t know you. How do you know my name?’

‘Tell me, Polia, this wise policy of minding your own business – how far back does it go? Have you always followed it, or is it a recent resolution? Perhaps something you took up since, say, last September?’

‘I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.’

‘When the watchman brought us up, you thought we might be someone else.’

‘I only asked if it was my mother. She keeps coming to me for money, and I don’t have any more to give her.’

‘No, I heard the exchange quite distinctly. He told you it was a citizen and a slave, and you said, “Not the ones who came before.” You sounded quite upset at the prospect of seeing them again.’

The boy’s fidgeting escalated into an outright struggle. She clutched him hard and slapped the top of his head. ‘Why don’t you just go away? Why don’t you leave us alone?’

‘Because a man has been murdered, and another man stands to die for it.’

‘What do I care?’ she snapped. Bitterness spoiled what was left of her beauty. ‘What crime had my husband committed when he died of the fever? What had he done to deserve death? Even the gods can’t answer that. The gods don’t care. Men die every day.’

‘This dead man was stabbed directly below your window last September. I think you saw it happen.’

‘No. How would I remember such a thing, anyway?’ The woman and her child seemed to be performing a strange, wriggling dance, struggling together in the corner. Polia was beginning to breathe harder. The boy never took his eyes off me.

‘It’s not something I’d think you would forget. Here, you can see the bloodstain if you glance out of the window. But I don’t need to tell you that, do I?’

Suddenly the boy broke free. I jerked back. Tiro moved to shield me, but there was no need. The boy burst into tears and ran headlong from the room.

‘There, you see what you’ve done? You made me mention his father. Just because Eco can’t speak, people forget he can hear as well as anyone. There was a time when he could speak, as well. But not since his father died. Not a word since then. The fever struck them both. . . . Now get out. I don’t have anything to say to you. Get out!’

She fumbled with the knife while she spoke, then suddenly seemed to notice what she held. She pointed it towards us, clutching it clumsily, her hand shaking, looking more likely to cut herself than to stab with it.

‘Come, Tiro,’ I said. ‘There’s nothing more for us here.’

The little watchman had refilled his wineskin and sat at the head of the stairs, squirting the juice between his red-stained lips. He mumbled something and held out his hand as we walked past. I ignored him. The ground-floor watchman was where we had first seen him, huddled at the far end of the hallway. He ignored us.

The street was inhumanly hot.

Tiro hung back, walking slowly down the steps and looking perplexed.

‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

‘Why didn’t you offer her money? We know she saw the killing, the old man said so. Surely she could use the silver.’

‘There’s not enough money in my purse to make her talk. Couldn’t you see that? She’s a very frightened woman. I don’t think she would have taken the money anyway. She’s not accustomed to being poor, or at least poor enough to beg. Not yet, anyway. Who knows what her story is?’ I tried to harden my voice. ‘Who cares? Whatever it is, there are a thousand more widows in this city with the same stories, each one more pathetic than the last. All that matters to us is that someone silenced her long before we came. She’s of no use to us now.’

I almost expected Tiro to take me to task, but of course that would never happen. He was a slave, and very young, and could not see how badly I had mishandled the woman. I had treated her as crudely as I had the shopkeeper and the watchmen. She might have spoken if I had touched in her some key other than fear. I walked quickly, oblivious of the bloodstain as it passed under my feet, too angry to notice where I was headed. The noonday sun beat down like a fist on my neck. I ran headlong into the boy.

We both started back, breathless from the collision. I cursed. Eco made a harsh, stifled noise in his throat.

I had enough wits to cast a wary glance at his hands. They were empty. I looked in his eyes for an instant, then stepped aside to walk on. He grabbed the sleeve of my tunic. He shook his head and pointed to the window.

‘What do you want? We’ve left your mother in peace. You should go to her now.’

Eco shook his head and stamped his foot. He pointed again to the window. He gestured that we should wait, and ran inside.

‘What do you think he wants?’ said Tiro.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said, but even as I spoke I sensed the truth, and felt a prickling of dread.

A moment later the boy reappeared, carrying a black cloak over one arm and concealing something in the folds of his tunic. He pulled out his hand, and the long blade glinted in the sunlight. Tiro gasped and grabbed my arm. I held him gently back, knowing the knife was not for us.

The boy walked slowly towards me. There was no one else in the street; the hour was too hot.

‘I think the boy wants to tell us something,’ I said.

Eco nodded.

‘About that night in September.’

He nodded again and pointed with his blade at the bloodstain.

‘About the death of the old man in the street. The murder happened an hour or two after darkness fell. Am I right?’

He nodded.

‘Then how could anyone have seen anything more than shadows?’

He pointed to the torch brackets fitted up and down the street, and then upward. His hands defined a sphere.

‘Ah, yes, it was the Ides – the moon was high that night, and full,’ I said. He nodded.

‘The killers, where did they come from?’

Eco pointed to the recessed space now covered by the door to the food shop.

‘Exactly as I thought. And how many of them were there?’

He held up three fingers.

‘Only three? You’re certain?’

He nodded vigorously. Then the pantomime began.

He ran a short way up the street, then turned around, prancing towards us with drooping eyes and a pompous stare. He gestured to either side with a flourish.

‘Old Sextus Roscius,’ I said. ‘And he comes attended by his two slaves, one on either side.’

The boy clapped his hands and nodded. He ran to the shop door, wedged his shoulder behind it and swung it shut. Through the wood, from her counter at the back, I heard the old woman curse. The boy swung the dark cloak over his shoulders and crouched against the wall in the little cul-de-sac clutching the long knife. I followed him.

‘Three assassins, you said. And who are you now, the leader?’

He nodded, then motioned that I should take the place of old Sextus, strolling down the moonlit street.

‘Come, Tiro,’ I said, ‘You’ll be Felix, or Chrestus, or whichever slave stood on his master’s right hand, closest to the ambush.’

‘Do you think this is wise, sir?’

‘Be quiet, Tiro, and play along.’

We walked side by side down the street. Seeing it from the victim’s angle, the narrow dead-end passage loomed up without warning; at night, even beneath a full moon, it must have been an invisible hole of darkness. Looking straight ahead as we passed by, I saw nothing but the slightest flicker of movement from the corner of my eye, and by that time it was too late. The mute boy was behind us without warning, seizing Tiro by the shoulder and shoving him aside. He did it twice, once to the left, once to the right: two assassins pushing aside two slaves. The second time, Tiro shoved him back.

I began to turn, but Eco pushed at my shoulders, telling me to stay as I was. From behind he threaded his arms through mine as if to hold me immobile. With a pat on my arm he slipped away, into another role, and circled in front of me, pulling the cowl over his face, clutching the knife, walking with a limp. He reached up to seize my jaw with one hand and looked me square in the face. He raised the dagger and brought it down, slicing through empty air.

‘Where?’ I said. ‘Where was the first wound?’

He tapped a spot between my collarbone and nipple, just above the heart. I reached up and touched it without thinking. Eco nodded, his face invisible beneath the shadow of the cowl. He pointed to the handprint on the shop door.

‘Then Sextus must have struggled free—’

He shook his head and made a flinging motion.

‘He was thrown to the ground?’ A nod. ‘And somehow had the strength to crawl to the door—’

Eco shook his head again and pointed to where the old man had struck the ground. He walked up to the imaginary body and began kicking at it viciously, making weird noises from the back of his throat. Sneering, barking, and – I suddenly realized with a feeling of sickness – mimicking a laugh.

‘He was here then,’ I said, taking my place at the boy’s feet. ‘Shocked, bewildered, bleeding. They drove him forwards, kicking at him, cursing and ridiculing him, laughing. He reached up and touched the door. . . .’

For the second time that morning I was struck square in the nose as the door swung outward with a creak and a shudder.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ It was the woman. ‘You have no right—’

Eco saw her and froze. ‘Go on,’ I said, ‘never mind her. Go on. Sextus Roscius had fallen, he leaned against the door. What then?’

The boy came towards me, limping again, and made a motion of seizing my toga with both hands and literally tossing me into the middle of the street. He limped quickly to the prostrate phantom and resumed kicking at it, moving forwards a little with each step until he stood directly over the massive bloodstain. He indicated his phantom companions at either side.

‘Three,’ I said, ‘all three of the assassins surrounded him. But where were the two slaves, then? Dead?’ No. ‘Wounded?’ No. The boy made an obscene gesture of disgust and dismissal. The slaves had run. I glanced at Tiro, who looked profoundly disappointed.

Eco squatted over the bloodstain, took out his knife and raised it high over his head, then brought it down within a finger’s breadth of the street, over and over. He began to shake. He dropped forwards on his knees. He made a sound like a donkey quietly braying. He was weeping.

I knelt beside him and put my hand on his shoulder. ‘It’s all right,’ I said. ‘It’s all right. I only want you to remember a little more.’ He drew away from me and wiped his face, angry at himself for crying. ‘Only a little more. Was there anyone else who saw? Someone else in the tenement, or across the street?’

He glared at the shopkeeper’s wife, who stood staring at us from the entrance to her store. He raised his hand and pointed.

‘Ha!’ The woman crossed her arms and lowered her head, bull-like. ‘The boy’s a liar. Either that, or he’s blind as well as dumb.’

The boy pointed again, as if by hurling his finger at her he could make her confess. Then he pointed at a little window above the shop, where the old man’s face peered out at us for an instant before abruptly disappearing behind a pair of shutters closed from within.

‘A liar,’ the woman growled. ‘He should be beaten.’

‘You told me you lived at the back of the building, with no windows overlooking the street,’ I said.

‘Did I? Then it’s only the truth.’ She had no way of knowing I had seen her husband only an instant before, looming directly above her like the disembodied face of a deus ex machina in a play.

I turned back to Eco. ‘Three of them, you said. Was there anything to distinguish them besides their cloaks? Tall, short, anything unusual? One of them limped, you say, the leader. Which was his crippled leg, the left or the right?’

The boy thought for a moment, then poked at his left leg. He scrambled up and limped about me in a circle.

‘The left. You’re certain?’

‘Ridiculous!’ the old woman screamed. ‘The stupid boy knows nothing! It was his right leg that was bad, his right!’ The words were out before she could stop them. She slapped a hand over her mouth. A smile of triumph crept over my face, then withered as she gave me a look such as Medusa might have given Perseus. For a moment she stood confused, then she took decisive action. She stormed into the street and seized the handle of the wide door, then stamped back into the shop, pulling it closed behind her in a great arc while Tiro scurried out of her way. ‘We will reopen,’ she shouted to no one in particular, ‘when this rabble has cleared the streets!’ The door closed behind her not with a great boom, but with an equivocal rattle and a thud.

‘His left,’ I said, turning back to the boy. He nodded. A tear ran down his cheek; he dabbed at it angrily with his sleeve. ‘And his hand – which did he use for stabbing? Think!’

Eco seemed to stare into some great depth that loomed beneath the bloodstain at our feet. Slowly, trancelike, he transferred the blade from his right hand to his left. He narrowed his eyes. His left hand gave a jerk, making miniature stabbing motions in the air. He blinked and looked up at me, nodding.

‘Left-handed! Good, left-handed with a game left leg – that should make him easy enough to spot. And his face – did you have a look at his face?’

He shuddered and seemed to be holding back tears. He nodded slowly, gravely, not quite looking me in the eye.

‘A good look? Good enough so that you would recognize him if you were to see him again?’

He gave me a look of pure panic and began scrambling to his feet. I grabbed his arm and pulled him back, close to the bloodstain. ‘But how could you have seen him so closely? Where were you, in the window of your room?’

He nodded. I glanced up.

‘Too far to get a really good look at a man’s face in the street even in broad daylight. And yet it was dark that night, even if there was a full moon.’

‘Fool! Don’t you understand?’ The voice came from above me, from the window over the shop. The old man had pulled back the shutters and was peering down at us again, talking in a hoarse whisper. ‘It wasn’t that night that he got a good look at the man’s face. They came back again, only a few days later.’

‘And how do you know that?’ I asked, craning my neck.

‘They . . . they came into my shop.’

‘And how did you recognize them? Did you see the crime?’

‘Not me. Oh, no, not me.’ The old man looked warily over his shoulder. ‘But there’s nothing that happens in this street day or night that my wife doesn’t see. She saw them that night, standing where I am at this very window. And she knew them when they came back a few days later in broad daylight, the same three – she knew their leader by his limp, and one of the others by the size of him – a big blond giant with a red face. The third had a beard, I think, but I can’t say more than that. The leader was asking questions around the neighbourhood, same as you. Only we didn’t tell them a thing, not a thing, not one word about Polia claiming to have seen the stabbing herself from start to finish, I swear it. Didn’t like the look of them. At least I didn’t tell them anything; only it seems, now that I recall, I had to leave the shop, just for a moment, while the old woman got rid of them – you don’t suppose she went off with her big mouth . . .’

Behind me I heard a strange animal cry. I turned, then ducked as Eco’s knife went flying over my head. The old man’s reflexes were amazingly quick. The knife went whistling towards the open window and struck against slammed shutters instead. The blade landed squarely in the wood, stuck for a long moment, then slipped free and fell to the street with a clatter. I turned and stared at Eco, amazed that a mere boy could have thrown the knife with such strength. He stood hiding his face in his hands, weeping.

‘These people are mad,’ whispered Tiro.

I grabbed Eco’s wrists and pulled his hands from his face. He wrenched his head from side to side, trying to hide his tears. He pulled against my grip. I held him fast.

‘The men came back,’ I said. ‘They came for you. Could they have seen you watching, the night of the murder?’

He wildly shook his head.

‘No. Then they found out from the old woman in the shop. She led them to you. But according to the gossip it was your mother who saw the crime. Did she? Was she with you in the window?’

Again he shook his head. He wept.

‘You were the only one who saw it, then. You and the old woman across the street. But the old woman had the sense to keep herself out of it – and to lead them elsewhere. You told your mother all the details, didn’t you? Just as you’ve told us? And she started putting it out as if she’d seen the crime herself. Am I right?’

He shuddered and sobbed.

‘Wretched,’ I whispered. ‘Wretched. So they came that day looking for her, not you. And they found her in your apartment. You were there?’

He managed to nod.

‘And then what? Threats, bribes?’ I asked, knowing it was something much worse.

The boy wrenched himself from my grip. Sobbing, whining, he began slapping his own face back and forth. Tiro huddled next to me, watching horrified. The boy finally stopped. He stamped his foot and looked me straight in the eye. Gritting his teeth, contorting his face into a mask of hate, he raised both arms. His hands moved slowly, stiffly, as if against his will. He made an obscene gesture, then crumpled his hands into fists as if they had been withered by fire.

They had raped his mother, Polia who had seen nothing, who would have known nothing of the crime if he had not told her, whose only crime was spreading secondhand gossip to an old lady across the street. They had raped her, and Eco had seen it happen.

I looked at Tiro to see if he understood. He covered his mouth and averted his eyes.

The boy suddenly pushed me aside and ran to the knife in the street. He snatched it up and ran back to me, taking my hand in his and pressing my fingers around the hilt. Before I could pay him, before I could make any gesture of comfort or understanding, he ran back into the tenement, pushing aside the gaunt watchman who was stepping out of the doorway for a breath of air.

I looked at the knife in my hand. I sighed and closed my eyes, suddenly dizzy from the heat. ‘For his revenge,’ I whispered. ‘He thinks we bring justice, Tiro.’
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We sat out the worst of the afternoon’s heat in a small tavern. I had meant to press on to find the whore Elena – the House of Swans could be only a short distance beyond the scene of the murder – but I lacked the heart. Instead we turned back, trudging up the narrow street until we reached the open square.

The concourse was almost deserted. Shopkeepers had closed their stalls. The heat was so intense that even the vendors with their carts had disappeared. Only a few vagrant children and a dog remained, playing in puddles about the public cistern. They had pushed back the iron cover, and one of the boys was standing dangerously close to the edge. Without even a glance over his shoulder, he hitched up his tunic and began urinating into the hole.

A mosaic of a bunch of red grapes inlaid above the cornerstone of a small tenement advertised a nearby tavern. A sprinkling of purple and white tiles led around the corner and down a short flight of steps. The tavern was a small, musty room, dark and dank and deserted.

The heat had exhausted me beyond speech. After so much walking I should have eaten, but I had no appetite. I ordered water and wine instead, and cajoled Tiro into sharing. I ordered more, and by that time Tiro needed no persuasion. With his tongue loosened and his guard down, I felt an urge to ask him outright about his tryst with the daughter of Sextus Roscius. If only I had! But for once I stifled my curiosity.

Tiro was unused to the wine. For a while he became quite animated, talking about the events of the morning and the previous day, interrupting himself every now and again to say a word of praise for his wise master, while I sat bemused in my chair, only half-listening. Then he abruptly grew silent, staring at his cup with a melancholy look. He took a final sip, put down the cup, leaned back in his chair, and fell fast asleep.

After a while I closed my eyes, and while I never quite slept, I dozed fitfully for what seemed a very long time, opening my eyes occasionally to the unchanging sight of Tiro splayed slack-jawed in the chair across from me, sleeping the absolute sleep of the young and innocent.

The half dreams I dreamed, partly submerged in them, partly aware that I dreamed, were gnarled and uneasy, far from innocence. I sat in the house of Caecilia Metella, interviewing Sextus Roscius; he babbled and muttered, and though he seemed to speak Latin I could hardly make out a word he said. When he rose from his chair I noticed that he wore a heavy cloak, and when he walked towards me it was with a terrible limp, dragging his left leg behind him. I turned away from him, horrified, and ran into the hallway. Corridors branched and merged like passages in a maze. I was lost. I parted a curtain and saw him from the back. Beyond him the young widow was pinned against the wall, naked and weeping as he violently raped her.

But as happens in dreams, what I first saw changed into something else, and I realized with a start that the woman was not the widow; it was Roscius’s own daughter, and when she saw that I watched she was unashamed. Instead she kissed the empty air and flicked her tongue at me.

I opened my eyes and saw Tiro sleeping across the table. A part of me wanted to awaken, but was too weak. My eyes were too heavy, and I lacked the will to keep them open. Or perhaps this was only another part of the dream.

In the storeroom of Caecilia’s house, the man and the woman continued to copulate. I watched them from the doorway, as timid as a boy. The man in the cloak looked over his shoulder. I smiled to myself, for now I expected to see Tiro’s face, flushed with excitement, innocent, embarrassed. Instead I saw Sextus Roscius, leering and transfixed with an unspeakable passion.

I covered my mouth and started back, appalled. Someone tugged at my sleeve. It was the mute boy, his eyes red from weeping, biting his lips to keep himself from simpering. He tried to hand me a knife, but I refused to take it. He shoved me aside angrily, then hurled himself at the copulating figures.

The boy stabbed at them brutally, indiscriminately. They refused to stop, as if the stabbing were a minor bother, not worth the pleasure it would cost them to pull apart and slap the boy aside. I knew somehow that they could not pull apart, that their flesh had in some way become merged and indistinct. Even as they heaved and writhed a pool of blood ran from their mingled bodies. It spread across the floor like a rich red carpet. It slithered beneath my feet. I tried to step forward but was frozen to the spot, unable to move or even to speak, as rigid as a corpse.

I opened my eyes, but it seemed to make no difference. I saw only an inundation of red. I realized that I had not opened my eyes at all and still dreamed against my will. I reached up to push my eyes open with my fingers, but the lids held fast together. I struggled, panting and out of breath, unable to will myself out of the dream.

Then, in an instant, I was awake. My eyes were open. My hands were on the table, trembling. Tiro sat across from me, peacefully napping.

My mouth was as dry as alum. My head felt stuffed with wool. My face and hands were numb. I tried to call for the taverner and found I could hardly speak. It made no difference; the man was dozing himself, sitting on a stool in the corner with his arms crossed and his chin on his chest.

I stood. My limbs were like dry wood. I staggered to the entrance and up the stairs to the alley, around the corner and into the square. The open concourse was blindingly bright and utterly deserted; even the urchins had abandoned it. I made my way to the cistern, knelt beside it and peered into the blackness. The water was too deep to give back any reflection, but I felt the rising coolness on my face. I pulled up the bucket, splashed my face, poured it over my head.

I began to feel remotely human, but still weak. I wanted only to be at rest in my own home, beneath the portico, gazing out at the sunshine in the garden, with Bast slinking against my feet and Bethesda bringing a cool cloth to soothe my forehead.

Instead I felt a tentative hand on my shoulder. It was Tiro.

‘Are you all right, sir?’

I drew in a deep breath. ‘Yes.’

‘It’s the heat. This terrible, unnatural heat. Like a punishment. It dulls the brain, Cicero says, and parches the spirit.’

‘Here, Tiro, help me up.’

‘You should lie down. Sleep.’

‘No! Sleep is a man’s worst enemy in this kind of heat. Terrible dreams . . .’

‘Shall we go back to the tavern, then?’

‘No. Or yes; I suppose I owe the man something for the wine.’

‘No, I paid from your purse before I left. He was asleep, but I left the money on the counter.’

I shook my head. ‘And woke him up before you left, so that no thieves could step in on him?’

‘Of course.’

‘Tiro, you are a paragon of virtue. You are a rose among thorns. You are the sweet berry in the midst of brambles.’

‘I am merely the mirror of my master,’ he said, sounding proud rather than humble.
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For a while the sun, though still high, was concealed behind a mantle of white clouds which blossomed from nowhere. The worst of the heat had passed, but what the city had absorbed throughout the day it now gave back. The paving stones and the bricks were like the walls of an oven, radiating heat. Unless another thunderstorm came to quench them, the stones would give off warmth throughout the night, baking the city and all who lived in it.

Tiro urged me to turn back, to hire a litter to take me home or at least to return by foot to Cicero’s house on the Capitoline. But there was no point in coming so near the House of Swans without making a visit.

We walked down the narrow street again, past the little cul-de-sac where the assassins had hidden, now covered over by the open door of the food shop. From its dim recess came the too-sweet smell of rotted fruit; I did not look inside. We stepped around the bloodstain and walked by the door that led to the widow’s apartment. The gaunt watchman sat dozing on the steps. He opened his eyes as we passed and gave me a puzzled, disgruntled look, as if our interview had been so long ago he had forgotten our faces.

The House of Swans was even closer than I had thought. The street narrowed and veered to the left, closing off the view behind us. Abruptly, on our right, unmistakable in its gaudy attempt at opulence, was our destination.

How glamorous it must have appeared to men of modest means who made their way here by word of mouth, arriving by night, following the torches and the crude swan emblems that lined the street. How deliriously tawdry it must have appeared to a man of some refinement like old Sextus Roscius, how inviting to a man possessed of his overripe carnal appetites.

The facade stood out in sharp contrast to all around it. The surrounding buildings were plastered over and washed in quiet shades of saffron, rust, or mottled cream. The plastered front of the House of Swans was a bright, gaudy pink, embellished here and there, as about the window pediments, with red tiles. A semicircular portico intruded into the street. A statue of Venus was perched atop the half-dome, too small to match the space; the quality of the workmanship was truly painful to look at, almost blasphemous. Even Tiro snickered when he saw it. Within the portico a large lamp hung from the half-dome; one might charitably have said it was boat-shaped, though I suspect the gentle curvature and blunted tip were intended to suggest a human appendage rendered obscenely out of scale. How many nights had Sextus Roscius followed its light like a beacon, up the three marble steps to the black grille, where I now stood with Tiro, shamelessly knocking in broad daylight?

A slave answered the door, a tall, muscular young man who looked more like a bodyguard or gladiator than a doorkeeper. His manners were disgustingly servile. He never stopped smiling, bowing and nodding as he led us to a low divan in the gaudily appointed anteroom. We had to wait only a few moments before the proprietor himself arrived.

My host presented an appearance of roundness in all his aspects, from his belly to his nose to the balding crown of his head. What little hair remained had been industriously oiled and coiffed, and his jowls were grotesquely powdered and rouged. His taste in jewellery seemed as overwrought as his taste in furnishings. All in all he presented the spectacle of an Epicurean gone to seed, and his attempts to recreate the air of a Levantine brothel bordered on parody. When the Romans attempt to mimic the East, they seldom succeed. Grace and true luxury cannot be so easily copied, or purchased wholesale.

‘Citizen,’ he said, ‘you come at an unusual time of the day. Most of our clients arrive closer to sundown. But all the better for you – you shall have your choice of the girls, with no waiting. Most of them are sleeping now, but I shall happily rouse them from their beds. That’s how I find them most attractive myself, newly risen, still fresh and fragrant with sleep, like morning roses moist with dew.’

‘Actually, I had a specific girl in mind.’

‘Yes?’

‘She was recommended to me. A girl called Elena.’

The man stared at me blankly and took his time answering. When he spoke I detected no guile, only the sincere forgetfulness of a man who has bought and sold so many bodies over the years that he cannot be expected to remember them all. ‘Elena,’ he said, as if it were a foreign word whose definition he could not quite recall. ‘And was she recommended to you recently, sir?’

‘Yes. But it’s been some time since my friend last visited her. He’s away from Rome, busy at his country estates. Business affairs keep him from visiting the city, but he writes to me with fond memories of this Elena, saying he wishes he could find a country woman whose caresses could satisfy him even a fraction as well.’

‘Ah.’ The man touched his fingertips together, pursed his lips, and seemed to count the rings on each hand. I found myself staring at the painting on the opposite wall, in which Priapus paid court to a band of naked courtesans, all of whom seemed appropriately awed by the overgrown stalk that rose rampant from between the god’s legs.

‘Perhaps you could describe this Elena.’

I thought for a moment, then shook my head. ‘Alas, my friend makes no mention of her appearance, oddly enough. He only gives me her name, and a guarantee that I won’t be disappointed.’

My host brightened. ‘Ah, well, I assure you that I can make the same guarantee for any of my girls.’

‘Then you’re certain you have no Elena?’

‘Actually, the name is familiar. Yes, I seem to remember the girl, dimly. But I’m sure there’s been no Elena here for quite some time.’

‘But what could have happened to her? Surely your girls are healthy.’

‘Of course they are; I’ve never lost a girl to illness. She was sold, as I recall – to a private citizen, not to a rival house,’ he added, as if to forestall me from searching for her elsewhere.

‘A private citizen? My friend will be disappointed to hear it. I wonder if I know the buyer – perhaps there’s some joke afoot behind my back. You couldn’t tell me who the man was?’

‘I’m afraid I couldn’t possibly recall any details without consulting my accountant. And I should tell you that as a matter of policy I never discuss the sale of slaves except with a prospective buyer.’

‘I understand.’

‘Ah, here, Stabius is bringing a selection now. Four beautiful girls. Your only problem will be deciding which you want most. Or perhaps you’ll insist on two at once. Or perhaps you’ll want to try all four, one after the other. My girls turn even ordinary men into satyrs, and you, sir, look like no ordinary man to me.’

Compared to the brothels of Antioch or Alexandria, my host’s initial offering was disappointingly humdrum. All four were brunettes. Two of them struck me as ordinary, almost homely, though for men who look only below the neck they possessed ample charms. The other two were attractive enough, though neither was as beautiful as the widow Polia, or at least as beautiful as the young widow must have been before her face was scarred by suffering. All four wore sleeveless coloured gowns of a fabric so clinging and sheer that only the finest details of their bodies remained a mystery. My host touched the youngest and prettiest on the shoulder and ushered her forward.

‘Here, sir, I offer you the tenderest bud in my garden, my newest, my freshest blossom: Talia. As pretty and playful as a child. But already a woman, have no doubt.’ He stood behind her and gently lifted the gown from her shoulders. It parted down the middle and for a brief moment she was displayed to me nude, her head bowed and her eyes averted. Behind me I heard Tiro gasp.

The brothel master gently fondled her breasts and ran his fingers down to her abdomen. I watched the gooseflesh rise from the downy skin below her navel. ‘She blushes, you see – what a colour it gives her cheeks. Talia blushes in other places as well, too delicate to mention.’ He covered her up. ‘But despite her girlish modesty, I assure you she is shameless in bed.’

‘How long has she been with you?’

‘Oh, not long at all, sir. Only a month. Almost a virgin still, and yet astonishingly skilled with every orifice. Her mouth is especially talented—’

‘I’m not interested.’

‘No?’

‘I had my heart set on Elena.’

My host clenched his teeth.

‘Still, if she isn’t here, then bring me your most experienced whore. I care nothing about looks. These girls are too young to know what they’re doing; I’ve no interest in children. Bring me your most veteran whore. Show me a fullblown woman, a hot-blooded woman, no stranger to every imaginable scheme of love. And she must speak passable Latin. Exchanging words is half my pleasure. Is there such a woman in the House of Swans?’

My host clapped his hands. The slave called Stabius ushered the girls out of the room. Talia, the young blossom whom our host had unveiled for us, who had blushed and looked away with such conviction, covered her mouth with her hand as she left, yawning.

‘Stabius!’

The slave turned back.

‘Stabius, bring us Electra.’

The woman called Electra took her time. When my host at last announced her, I knew at once that she was the woman I wanted.

Her hair was her most striking feature, a great mass of black tresses accented with a spray of white at each temple. She wore her makeup with a skill attainable only by years of practice; my host might have done well to take lessons from her. If her features were too bold to be called delicate, if her skin was no longer pristine, still, under the soft light of the atrium, one could say with complete conviction that she was beautiful. With age she had earned the dignity to wear a gown less revealing than those of the younger girls, a loose, long-sleeved white robe belted with a sash at the waist. The curves of her hips and breasts were alluring enough without being glimpsed through gossamer.

There is at least one such woman in every brothel, and in those cities dedicated to the specializations of pleasure one may find entire houses of them. Electra was the Great Mother. Not the mother of a grown man, but the mother one remembers from childhood; not old but wise, with a body neither lean and girlish nor old beyond beauty, but fulsome, primed, nourishing.

I glanced at Tiro and saw that he was quite astonished by her. She was not the type of woman he was likely to meet very often in the service of a master like Cicero.

I stepped aside with my host and negotiated. Naturally he wanted too much. I fretted again over the missing Elena. He grimaced and lowered his price. I demurred. He lowered his price again. I acquiesced. I instructed Tiro to pay him. He handed over the coins with a look of shock, whether because he thought the price extravagant (especially coming from his master’s account), or because he realized what a bargain I had made, I couldn’t tell.

Electra turned to lead the way to her room. I followed and gestured for Tiro to come along.

Tiro seemed startled. So did my host.

‘Citizen, citizen, I had no idea you intended to take the boy along with you. Of course there must be a surcharge.’

‘Nonsense. The slave goes where I go.’

‘Sir—’

‘The boy is a slave, mere property. You might as well charge me for taking along a pair of sandals. I was led to believe this was a comfortable establishment. Of course, I was also led to believe that I would find a certain girl here—’

My host turned the coins in his hand. Their jingling added to the clacking of the rings on his fingers. He raised an eyebrow, smacked his lips, and turned aside.

Electra’s room was nothing like the vestibule and hallways. I suspected she had decorated it herself; it had the unerring simplicity of Greek taste and the comfortable feeling of a room long lived in. She reclined on a long, wide divan. There were two chairs. I motioned to Tiro to sit on one. I sat on the other.

She smiled and laughed quietly, perhaps thinking we were shy, or pretending to be. ‘It’s more comfortable here,’ she said, smoothing her hand over the well-worn fabric of the divan. Her voice held only the trace of an accent.

‘I’m sure it is. But I want to talk first.’

She shrugged knowingly. ‘Of course. Would you like me to undress?’

I glanced at Tiro, who was already blushing. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Take off your gown while we talk. Do it slowly.’

Electra stood. She brushed her hair back and reached behind her neck to undo the clasp. Behind her, on a small table beside the divan, I spotted a tiny hourglass. Its upper chamber was full; the sand flowed freely. She must have turned it when we came into the room, so smoothly I hadn’t noticed. Electra was a true professional.

‘Tell me about Elena,’ I said.

She hesitated for only a heartbeat. ‘You are a friend of hers? A client?’

‘No.’

‘How do you know her?’

‘I don’t.’

She seemed amused. ‘Then why do you ask me about her?’ The gown slipped easily from her shoulders and gathered in folds about her waist, tapped by the sash. Her flesh was surprisingly smooth and firm. Against her pale nakedness I noticed the jewellery she wore, silver bangles about her wrists and a slender necklace that defined a sumptuous curve above her breasts. Though she might not own them, obviously she had chosen the ornaments herself. Again her taste eclipsed her master’s.

She seemed to make a point of ignoring Tiro, which left him free to stare at her. He watched with a kind of helpless intensity, his lips pursed and his eyebrows drawn together as if he might be in pain.

‘Perhaps you should simply answer the question. I’ve already paid for you, after all. Displease me and I shall complain to your master, demand my money back. Perhaps he’ll beat you.’

She laughed out loud. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘And neither do you.’ She picked up a comb and a small mirror from the table and sat on the bed, gazing at her reflection and combing her hair. She was really quite extraordinary. My host should have demanded twice his starting price.

‘You’re right. I only said that to titillate the boy.’

She looked away from her mirror only long enough to arch an eyebrow at me. ‘You have a wicked mind. I think we’re wasting time, talking like this.’

I shook my head. ‘Tell me about Elena. When did she leave?’

‘Some time in the autumn. Before winter.’

‘September, perhaps?’

‘Yes, I think so. Yes, it was just after the Roman Festival. I remember because the holidays always bring in so much business. That would be late September.’

‘How old is Elena?’

‘A child.’

‘As young as Talia?’

‘I said a child, not a baby.’

‘And what does she look like?’

‘Very pretty. One of the prettiest girls in the house, I always said. Quite blonde, with skin like pale honey. I think her parents may have been Scythians. She had quite a beautiful body, very sumptuous for her age, full-breasted with wide hips and a tiny waist. How vain she was about her tiny waist!’

‘Did she have a special client? A man who seemed to care for her in a special way?’

Electra looked at me uneasily. ‘Is that why you’re here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Are you a friend of that man? What is his name, Sextus?’

‘Yes, that was his name. No, I was not his friend.’

‘You speak as if he’s dead.’

‘He is.’

She put the comb and mirror in her lap. ‘And Elena? Was she with him when he died? Do you know where she is now?’

‘I know nothing at all about her, except what you can tell me.’

‘She was a lovely girl. So delicate.’ Electra looked suddenly very sad, and very beautiful. After a moment she took up the comb and the mirror again. ‘She was not here for that long a time. A year, I think. The master bought her at auction at the temple of Castor, along with a half-dozen other girls, all the same age and colour. But she was the special one, even though he never saw it.’

‘But Sextus saw it.’

‘The old man? Oh, yes. After the first time, he came at least once every five or six days. Towards the end he sometimes came every other day.’

‘The end?’

‘After she became pregnant. Before she left.’

‘Pregnant? Who was the father?’

Electra laughed. ‘This is a brothel, in case you had forgotten. Not every client is satisfied simply to watch a woman comb her hair.’ She shrugged. ‘In a place like this a girl never really knows which man it might have been, though some girls like to have fantasies. It was Elena’s first time. I told her how to get rid of it, but she wouldn’t. By rights I should have told the master.’

‘But you didn’t. Why not?’

‘I told you, Elena was so lovely, so delicate. She wanted the baby very much. I thought to myself, if she can hide it from the master long enough, he’ll have to let her have it, even if he won’t let her keep it.’

‘But Elena told someone besides you. Some girls have fantasies, you say. What was her fantasy?’

Her eyes flashed with anger. ‘You know already. I can tell by the way you ask.’

‘I know only what you tell me.’

‘All right. She told the old man, Sextus, that she was pregnant. She told him that the baby was his. And the fool believed her. Men that age sometimes want to make a child very badly. He had lost his son, you know; he talked to her about it constantly. Perhaps that’s why she knew he would believe her. Who knows, perhaps it really was his child.’

‘And how would this help Elena?’

‘How do you think? It’s what every girl in a house like this dreams of, at least until she learns better. A rich man falls in love with her, buys her from the master, takes her into his household. Or perhaps he even sets her free and settles her in her own apartment, where she can raise her baby as a citizen. In her wildest fantasies he might even recognize the bastard, make it an heir. One hears of such miracles. Elena was still young enough to dream like that.’

‘And how did her dream end?’

‘Sextus promised he would buy her and set her free. He even spoke of marrying her. So she told me. I don’t think she imagined it.’

‘And then?’

‘He simply stopped coming. Elena put on a face for a while, but she was beginning to show the child, and the days kept passing. I held her in my arms when she wept at night. The cruelty of men . . .’

‘Where is she now?’

‘The master sold her.’

‘To whom?’

‘I don’t know. I thought perhaps it was Sextus who bought her, after all. But you say he’s dead – and you know nothing of Elena.’

I shook my head.

‘They came for her, at the end of September. With no announcement, no preparation. Stabius came bursting in, saying she was to gather up her clothes. The master had sold her and she was to leave at once. She trembled like a kitten. She cried from happiness, and I cried with her. She didn’t bother to take any of her things, she said that Sextus would buy her finer things. I followed her down the hall. They were waiting for her in the vestibule. I knew when I saw them that something was wrong. I think she knew it too, but she tried to hide it. She gave me a kiss, and she smiled as she walked out of the door with them.’

‘Not Sextus,’ I said. ‘Sextus Roscius was dead by then.’

‘No, not the old man. Two men. I didn’t like the look of them. Neither the big blond one nor the one with the limp.’

I must have made some noise or sign without realizing it. Electra stopped brushing her hair and stared at me. ‘What’s wrong? You know him – the man with the limp?’

‘Not yet.’

She laid down her brush and stared at me with smouldering eyes. ‘What sort of puzzle is this? Do you know where Elena is or don’t you? Do you know who bought her?’

‘I told you before. All I know of Elena is what you tell me.’

‘That’s a lie,’ she said.

Tiro squirmed in his chair. I think he had never heard a slave talk in such a way to a citizen.

‘Yes.’ I nodded. ‘It is a lie. There is one thing I know about Elena; it’s why I’m here. I’ll tell you. On the night that Sextus Roscius was killed – not far from here, Electra, only a few steps up the street – on that night he was at a dinner party in the house of a great noblewoman. Caecilia Metella: have you ever heard the name? Did Elena ever mention it?’

‘No.’

‘It was after dark when a messenger came. He brought a written message for Sextus. It was from Elena, urging him to come at once to the House of Swans.’

‘Impossible.’

‘Why?’

‘Elena couldn’t write.’

‘But perhaps someone else in the house could.’

‘Stabius can, a little. And the clerks, but we never see them. It doesn’t matter. Sending a message to a wealthy man, fetching him like a dog from a great matron’s house – Elena was a dreamer, but she wasn’t mad. She would never have done such a thing, certainly not without asking my advice.’

‘You’re certain?’

‘Absolutely.’

I nodded. I looked at the hourglass. There was a considerable amount of sand remaining. ‘I think we’ve talked enough,’ I said.

It was Electra’s turn to check the hourglass. She closed her eyes for a moment. The agitation and anxiety slowly vanished from her face. She stood and unbelted the sash at her waist. ‘Only one other thing,’ she said softly. ‘If you should hear news of Elena and the baby, would you let me know? Even if the news is bad. You wouldn’t need to see me again if you didn’t want to. You could simply have a slave leave word with Stabius. He would see that I received the message.’

‘If I discover anything, I’ll make sure that you know.’

She nodded in gratitude, and let the gown fall from her hips.

I gazed at her for a long time. She stood motionless, her head bowed, with one foot slightly before the other and her hands at her sides, allowing me to study the lines of her body, to breathe in the alluring odour of her flesh.

‘You are a beautiful woman, Electra.’

‘Some men have thought so.’

‘But I didn’t come here because I needed a woman. I came looking for Elena.’

‘I understand.’

‘And though I paid your master, it wasn’t your body I wanted.’

‘I know.’ She looked up at me. ‘But there is plenty of time remaining.’

‘No. Not for me. Not today. But there is a gift you can give me. A favour.’

‘Yes.’

‘The boy.’ I gestured to Tiro, who stared back at me with a look of mingled lust and stupefaction. His face was quite red.

‘Of course,’ Electra said. ‘You want to watch us?’

‘No.’

‘You want to take us both together?’ She inclined her head and gave me a wry smile. ‘I suppose I could share you.’

‘You misunderstand. I’ll wait in the vestibule. This would be strictly for the boy’s pleasure, not for mine. And perhaps for your pleasure, as well.’

She raised a sceptical eyebrow. What sort of man, after all, would pay good money to have his slave entertained by a whore?

I turned to leave. Tiro started up from his chair. ‘But, sir—’

‘Quiet, Tiro. Stay. A gift. Accept it graciously.’

I left, closing the door behind me. I lingered in the hall for a long moment, half-expecting Tiro to follow me. He didn’t.

In the vestibule, business had begun to pick up. The proprietor greeted new guests; Stabius and another slave paraded the merchandise. All the seats were taken and some of the clients had to stand. I stood among them, out of the way and out of sight. It was not long before Tiro came walking rapidly down the hall, awkwardly adjusting his tunic about his shoulders. His face was damp with sweat, his hair tousled. He had not even bothered to straighten his clothes before fleeing the room.

‘Finished?’ I said.

I expected a grin, but he barely glanced at me before he plunged into the small crowd and headed relentlessly for the door. I followed after him, glancing over my shoulder at the latest selection of girls. Young Talia was among them. Her owner had pulled the robe back from her shoulder and was gently fondling her breasts. ‘See how she blushes?’ I heard him say. ‘What a colour it gives her cheeks. She blushes in other places as well, too delicate to mention. . . .’

In the street Tiro walked so fast I had to run to catch up. ‘I shouldn’t have done it,’ he said, shaking his head and staring straight ahead.

I laid my hand on his shoulder. Though he shrank away, he obeyed as a horse obeys, slowing his pace. ‘You didn’t find her desirable, Tiro?’

‘Of course I did. She’s . . .’ He searched for a word, and finding none adequate gave a despairing shrug.

‘You didn’t enjoy yourself?’

‘Of course I did.’

‘Then you might at least thank me.’

‘But I shouldn’t have done it.’ He scowled. ‘It was Cicero paying, not you. You’ll charge him the expense. What do you think he would say if he knew? Using his money to buy a woman for me . . .’

‘Then he needn’t know. Anyway, I had paid for the whore already; it was a legitimate expense, you must admit that. It only made sense that one of us should use her.’

‘Yes, when you put it that way. Even so . . .’ He looked me straight in the eye, only for an instant, but long enough for me to see inside him. The guilt he felt was not for abusing Cicero’s trust, but for betraying another.

That was when I first knew just how badly Tiro had been smitten by the daughter of Sextus Roscius.
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We walked again past the widow Polia’s tenement, past the bloodstain, past the old shopkeeper and his wife. Tiro was in a mood to walk fast; I matched him and then set a faster pace. I had had enough for one day of strangers and their tragedies. I longed to be home again.

We entered the square. The shops had reopened; the street vendors had returned. The sun was still high enough to reach over the rooftops and strike the public sundial. An hour of daylight remained.

Children were playing about the cistern; housewives and slaves stood waiting to fetch water for the evening meal. The square was alive with noise and movement, but something was amiss. Only gradually I realized that half of the crowd or more had their faces turned in the same direction. A number of them were pointing.

Rome is a city of fire and smoke. The people are sustained by bread, bread is baked in ovens, ovens release plumes of smoke. But the smoke of a tenement fire has an altogether different appearance. The smoke rises thick and black; on a clear and windless day it thrusts upward in a great column. Currents of ash roil and thrash against the sky, only to be sucked inward to the core, thrown higher and higher against the sky.

The fire lay directly in our path, somewhere between us and the Capitoline. Tiro, seeing it, seemed suddenly relieved of all anxieties. His face took on a smooth, healthy lustre of excitement as he quickened his pace. Man’s instinct is to flee from fire, but city life obliterates the animal urges; indeed, we passed not a single person going in the opposite direction as we neared the fire, but instead found ourselves drawn into an ever-growing congestion of pedestrians and wagons as people from all about rushed to see the catastrophe at its peak.

The fire was near the foot of the Capitoline, just outside the Servian wall, in a block of fashionable apartments south of the Circus Flaminius. A four-storey tenement was almost completely engulfed. Flames belched from the windows and danced about the roof. If there had been a drama of the type the crowd so adores, we had missed it; there were no helpless victims screaming from the upper windows, no babies being thrown to the street. The inhabitants had already escaped or else were dead inside.

Here and there in the crowd I saw women tearing their hair, men weeping, families huddle together. The mourners and the destitute were swallowed up in the general mass of the crowd, who watched the flames with various expressions of awe and delight.

‘They say it started in mid-afternoon,’ said a man nearby, ‘and took all this time to swallow the whole building.’ His friend nodded gravely. ‘Even so, I hear there were several families trapped on the upper floors, burned alive. You could hear them screaming. They say a flaming man came hurtling out of an upper window not more than an hour ago, landing in the midst of the crowd. If we move over that way, we might be able to see the spot where he landed. . . .’

In the open corridor between the crowd and the flames a greybearded man was running hectically to and fro, hiring strangers off the street to help contain the conflagration. The wage he offered was hardly more than a volunteer’s honorarium, and not many took him up. On the northward side, looking up the hill, the fire seemed to pose little danger of spreading; there was no wind to carry the flames, and the wide space between the buildings was adequate protection. But on the southward side, towards the Circus, another, shorter tenement nearly adjoined the burning building, with only the width of a tall man’s reach between them. Already the facing wall was scorched, and as the burning building began to crumble, heaps of ash and debris tumbled into the gap between them, with some of the flaming material landing on the roof of the lower structure, where a team of slaves hastily shovelled it off.

A noble, finely dressed and attended by a large retinue of slaves, secretaries, and gladiators, stepped out of the crowd and approached the distressed greybeard. ‘Citizen,’ he called out, ‘are you the owner of these buildings?’

‘Not the burning building,’ the man snapped. ‘That would be my stupid neighbour Varius, the kind of fool who lets his tenants build fires on the hottest day of the year. You don’t see him here, fighting the fire. Probably on holiday down at Baiae. This is mine, the one that’s still standing.’

‘But not, perhaps, for long.’ The noble spoke in a fine voice that would not have been out of place in the Forum. I had not yet seen his face, but I knew who he must be.

‘Crassus,’ I whispered.

‘Yes,’ Tiro said, ‘Crassus. My master knows him.’ There was a trace of pride in his voice, the pride of those who appreciate a brush with celebrity no matter what its nature. ‘You know the song: “Crassus, Crassus, rich as Croesus.” Already they say he’s the richest man in Rome, not counting Sulla, of course, which makes him richer than most kings, and growing richer every day. So Cicero says.’

‘And what else does your master say about Crassus?’ The object of our conversation had wrapped one arm around the greybeard’s shoulder. Together they walked to a spot with a better view of the breach between the two buildings. I followed behind, and stared beyond them into the blinding cleft, impassable for the constant rain of ash and smouldering bricks.

‘Men say that Crassus has many virtues and only one overwhelming vice, and that is avarice. But Cicero says that his greed is only the symptom of a deeper vice: envy. Wealth is the only thing Crassus has. He keeps hoarding it up because he’s so jealous of other men’s qualities, as if his envy were a deep pit, and if he could fill it full enough of gold and cattle and buildings and slaves, then he could finally stand level with his rivals.’

‘Then we should feel pity for Marcus Crassus? Your master is very compassionate.’

We moved beyond the mass of the crowd and drew near enough to hear Crassus and the tenement owner shouting above the roar of the flames. The fire was like hot breath against my face, and I had to blink my eyes against flying cinders.

We stood at the heart of the crisis. It seemed a strange place to transact business, unless you considered the advantage it gave Crassus. The poor greybeard looked in no condition to strike a hard bargain. Above the roar of the flames I could hear Crassus’s trained oratorical voice like chiming bells.

‘Ten thousand denarii,’ he shouted. I couldn’t hear the landlord’s answer, but his face and his gestures indicated outrage. ‘Very well.’ Crassus shrugged. He seemed about to offer a higher price when a sheet of flame abruptly shot up about the base of the endangered building. A group of workers immediately ran to the spot, beating against the flames with rugs and passing a chain of buckets. Their efforts seemed to douse the flames; then the fire leaped up in another spot.

‘Eight thousand, five hundred,’ said Crassus. ‘My final offer. Better than the value of the raw land, which is all that may be left. Consider the expense of having the rubble carted off.’ He stared into the conflagration and shook his head. ‘Eight thousand denarii, no more. Take it now if you’re interested. Once the flames start in earnest I won’t offer you an as.’

The greybeard wore an expression of agony. A few thousand denarii was hardly adequate compensation. But if the building was gutted it would be utterly worthless.

Crassus called to his secretary. ‘Gather up my retinue. Tell them to be ready to move on. I came here to buy, not to watch a building go up in flames.’

The greybeard broke down. He clutched at Crassus’s sleeve and nodded. Crassus made a sign to his secretary, who instantly produced a fat purse and paid the man on the spot.

Crassus raised his hand and snapped his fingers. Immediately his entire retinue went into action. Gladiators and slaves scurried about the building like ants, seizing buckets from the hands of exhausted volunteers, tearing up paving stones and throwing rocks, dirt, and anything else that would not burn into the breach between the buildings.

Crassus turned on his heel and walked straight towards us. I had seen him many times in the Forum, but never so close. He was not a bad-looking man, slightly older than myself, with thinning hair, a strong nose, and prominent jaw. ‘Citizen!’ he called to me. ‘Join the battle. I’ll pay you ten times a workman’s daily wage, half now and half later, and the same for your slave.’

I was too stunned to answer. Crassus walked on, unperturbed, making the same offer to every able-bodied man in the crowd. His secretary followed behind, disbursing payments.

‘They must have seen the smoke and come straight over the hill from the Forum,’ Tiro said.

‘A chance to buy property at the foot of the Capitoline for next to nothing – why not? I hear he keeps slaves posted on the hilltops to watch for fires such as this, so that he can be first on the spot to buy up the spoils.’

‘It’s not the worst stories they tell about Crassus.’ Tiro’s face turned livid, either from my sudden scrutiny or from the heat of the flames.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, only that he made his fortune by profiting from the proscriptions. When Sulla had his enemies beheaded, their property was confiscated by the state. Whole estates went up on the auction blocks. Sulla’s friends were able to buy them for scandalous prices. Everyone else was afraid to bid.’

‘Everyone knows that, Tiro.’

‘But Crassus finally went too far. Even for Sulla.’

‘How?’

Tiro lowered his voice, though no one could possibly have heard us amid the rumble of the flames and the sudden din of Crassus’s hirelings. ‘I overhead Rufus telling my master one day. Rufus is connected to Sulla by marriage, you know, through his sister Valeria; he hears all sorts of things that otherwise would never leave Sulla’s house.’

‘Yes, go on.’

‘The story goes that Crassus had an innocent man’s name added to the proscription lists, just so he could get his hands on the man’s property. This was an old patrician who had no one to protect his interests; his sons had been killed in the wars – fighting for Sulla! The poor man was rounded up by thugs and his head was chopped off that very day. His estates were auctioned off a few days later, and Crassus saw to it that no one else was allowed to bid. The proscriptions were strictly for political enemies, and terrible enough, but Crassus used them to satisfy his own greed. Sulla was furious, or pretended to be, and hasn’t let him run for a public office since, for fear that the scandal will come out.’

I searched the busy crowd for Crassus. He stood amid the swirling mass of slaves and gladiators, heedless of the confusion, staring wide-eyed and smiling like a proud parent at his latest acquisition. I turned around and followed his gaze. As we watched, the wall of the flaming tenement gave way and fell in on itself with a great shudder and a shower of sparks. The fire was contained. The smaller building would not be lost.

I looked again at Crassus. His face was flushed with an almost religious joy – the ecstasy of a bargain well and truly struck. In the reddish glow of the bonfire his face looked smooth and younger than its age, flushed with victory, set about eyes that glittered with an unquenchable greed. I stared into the face of Marcus Licinius Crassus, and I saw the future of Rome.
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Cicero was still in seclusion when I returned with Tiro to the house on the Capitoline. The old manservant solemnly informed us that his master had stirred before midday and managed to descend to the Forum to conduct some business, but had returned after only a short while, weakened by the disquiet in his bowels and exhausted from the heat. Cicero had retired to his bed with word that not even Tiro should disturb him. It was just as well. I had no stomach for reciting the day’s events and parading the players before Cicero’s caustic eye.

Tiro assumed authority to offer me food and drink, and even a bed if I felt too weary to make my way home. I declined. He asked at what hour he should expect me the next day. I told him he would not be seeing me at all until the day after, at the earliest. I had decided to pay a visit to the town of Ameria and the country estates of Sextus Roscius.

The stroll down the hill and through the Forum refreshed my mind. The dining hour approached, and an evening breeze carried scents of cooking from every corner. The Forum had reached the end of another long day of business. The lowering sun cast long shadows across the open squares. Here and there business continued in an informal vein. Bankers gathered in small groups at the foot of the temple steps to exchange the final gossip of the day; passing friends exchanged last-minute invitations to dinner; a few stray beggars sat in tucked-away corners counting the day’s revenue.

Rome is perhaps most appealing at this hour. The mad trafficking of the day is done, the languor of the warm night still lies ahead. Dusk in Rome is a meditation on victories accomplished and pleasures yet to come. Never mind that the victories may have been trivial and impermanent, or that the pleasures may fail to satisfy. At this hour Rome is at peace with herself. Are the monuments to the gods and heroes of her past pitted with corrosion and weathered by neglect? In this light they appear newly hewn, their crumbling edges made smooth and their fissures erased by gentle twilight. Is her future uncertain, unforeseen, a feverish leap into darkness? At this hour the darkness looms but does not yet descend, and Rome may well imagine it will bring her only sweet dreams, dispensing its nightmares to her subjects.

I left the Forum for more common streets. I found myself wishing that the sun could stand still on the horizon, like a ball come to rest on a windowsill, so that twilight might linger indefinitely. What a mysterious city Rome would become then, perpetually bathed in blue shadow, her weed-ruptured alleyways as cool and fragrant as mossy riverbanks, her great avenues pocked with deep shadows where the narrower tributaries lead off to those places where the masses of Rome are constantly getting and begetting themselves.

I came to that long, serpentine, unrelieved passageway through which I had taken Tiro the day before, the Narrows. Here the sense of peace and serene expectation wavered and abandoned me. To traverse the Narrows while the sun is still rising is one thing; to pass through while the light fails is another. Within a few steps I was already plunged into premature night, with black walls on either side, an uncertain greyness ahead and behind, and a thin ribbon of twilight-blue sky above.

In such a place it is easy to imagine not only all manner of sounds and shapes, but a whole catalogue of other phenomena detected by a nameless sense more rarefied than hearing or sight. If I thought I heard footsteps following me, it was not for the first time in the Narrows. If it seemed that those footsteps halted whenever I stopped to listen, and resumed when I decided to press on, this was not my first encounter with such an experience. But on this night I began to feel an unaccustomed sense of dread, almost of panic. I found myself walking more and more quickly, and glancing over my shoulder to make sure that the nothing I had seen only moments before was the same nothing that still doggedly pursued me. When at last I stepped out of the Narrows and into the broader street, the last traces of twilight seemed as open and inviting as the noonday sun.

I had one last bit of business to transact before I made my way up the Esquiline. There are stables on the Subura Way, not far from the pathway that leads up to my house, where farmers visiting from the country find stalls and straw for their nags, and riders relay their steeds. The proprietor is an old acquaintance. I told him I would be needing a mount the next day for a very quick journey north to Ameria and back again.

‘Ameria?’ He sat hunched over a bench, squinting at his tallies for the day beneath a newly lit lamp. ‘A hard eight hours of riding, at the least.’

‘The least is the most I can manage. Once I’m there I’ll need to attend to my business with what’s left of the day, and head back to Rome early the next morning. Unless I have to make a very fast escape before that.’

The stablemaster scowled at me. He has never been quite sure what I do for a living, though he must suspect it has some criminal element, given the oddities of my comings and goings. Even so, he has never given me less than the finest service.

‘I suppose you’re going alone, like a damned fool?’

‘Yes.’

He hawked up a mass of mucus and spat onto the straw-littered floor. ‘You’ll be needing a quick, strong horse.’

‘Your quickest and strongest,’ I agreed. ‘Vespa.’

‘And if Vespa’s not available?’

‘I can see her tail from here, hanging over the gate to her stall.’

‘So you can. One of these days I suppose you’ll come back to me with the stories of her sad end, and how you did your best to keep her out of harm’s way. “Very fast escape” indeed. From what? But of course you’re not telling me. She’s my best mare. I shouldn’t loan her to a man who’ll ride her too hard and put her in danger besides.’

‘It’s more likely that one of these days I shall take Vespa and she’ll return to you unscathed and without a rider, though I don’t suppose you’ll shed a tear over that. I’ll be here before dawn. Have her ready for me.’

‘The usual fee?’

‘No,’ I said, and watched his jowls droop. ‘The usual – and a special gratuity besides.’ In the combination of blue twilight and soft lamplight, I could make out the lines of a grudging smile on his ugly face. I would pass on the extra fee to Cicero.

Day lingers longest on the summits of the seven hills of Rome. The sun had departed for good, but the hillside of the Esquiline was still brighter than the narrow, deep-shadowed artery at her feet. As I hurried up the rough pathway to my house, I entered a latitude of lingering, pale blue twilight. Above the hilltop the stars were already shining faintly in a sky of deepest blue.

My nose told me the news first. The smell of excrement baked for long hours in the sun wafted down the dry cobblestones. Some time during the day my countrified neighbour had thrown a gift over her wall onto my walkway, and my other neighbour had not yet claimed it. From long habit I held my breath, hitched up my toga and stepped a little to the left as I approached the dark mass brooding like a toad on the walkway. By chance I happened to glance down, remembering with a smile the warning I had given Tiro about soiling his shoes.

I stopped short. Despite the dying light and the softening shadows, the footprints embedded in the excrement had an almost preternatural clarity. Two men, at least, had paid a visit in my absence. They had both managed to step in the excrement on their way out.

For no rational reason I quickened my pace. The beating of my heart was suddenly loud in my ears. Above its pounding I imagined I heard a woman calling my name from somewhere below, at the foot of the hill.

The door to my house stood wide open. On the outer frame someone had smeared a dark, glistening handprint. I did not have to touch it to know; even in the colourless twilight I could see that the handprint had been made with blood.

Within the house all was still. No lamps, no candlelight; the only illumination came from the lingering twilight in the central garden, a great lozenge of ghostly blue that seeped between the columns and into the open rooms. The floor spread beneath me dim and uncertain, like the surface of a pool, but directly before my feet I could make out quite clearly a spattering of blood – great drops of blood, some whole, some smeared as if they had been stepped upon. The droplets formed a trail that ended against the wall of Bethesda’s room.

At the very centre of the wall there was a great explosion of blood, black as pitch against the white plaster, with tiny filaments fanning towards the ceiling and a broad smear trailing down to the floor. Beside this was a message scrawled in blood. The letters were small, irregular, and clumsy. In the darkness I could make nothing of them.

‘Bethesda?’ I whispered. The word sounded stupid and useless in my ears. I said it louder, and again louder, frightened by the shrillness in my voice. There was no answer.

I stood very still. The silence was absolute. Darkness seemed to gather in the corners and seep outward, filling the room. The garden turned ashen grey beneath starlight and moonlight. Twilight was over. True night had begun.

I stepped away from the wall, trying to think of where I might find a lamp and tinder. Bethesda had always tended to fires in the house. At the thought of her a great pit of dread opened inside me. At that moment I tripped against something on the floor.

The thing was small, soft, motionless. I stepped back and slipped on blood. The shape at my feet was almost lost in darkness and mutilated beyond recognition, but I knew in an instant what it was, or had been.

There was a flickering light at the door. I started back, cursing myself for having no weapon. Then I remembered the knife the mute boy had given me, still hidden in the folds of my tunic. I reached for it, searching blindly until I felt the hilt against my palm. I drew out the knife and walked quickly, steadily to the doorway, meeting the lamplight as it emerged from the darkness, slipping behind and seizing its bearer with an arm around her throat.

She shrieked and bit at my forearm. I tried to break free, but her teeth were clamped against the flesh. ‘Bethesda,’ I pleaded, ‘let me go!’

She broke away and spun around, her back to the wall. She reached up to wipe the taste of blood from her mouth. Somehow she had managed to hold the lamp aloft and burning without losing a drop of oil.

‘Why did you do that?’ she screamed. She beat her fist against the wall behind her. There was a kind of madness in her eyes. By the lamplight I saw the bruises on her face and throat. The neck of her gown had been badly torn.

‘Bethesda, are you hurt? Are you bleeding?’

She closed her eyes and took a breath. ‘Only a little hurt.’ She held up her lamp and looked into the room, then made a face so wretched that I thought some new menace had entered the house. But when I followed her gaze to the floor I saw only the broken and blood-matted corpse of her beloved Bast.

I tried to hold her, but Bethesda would not be held. She pulled away with a shiver and hurriedly went from room to room, using the flame from her lamp to light every lamp and candle. When the whole house was alight and she had satisfied herself that no intruders lurked in the darker corners, she bolted the door and went about the house again, closing all the windows.

I watched her in silence. In the wavering light I saw the shambles that had been made of the house: furniture overturned, hangings ripped from the walls, objects smashed and broken. I lowered my eyes, numb from looking at chaos, and found myself studying the trail of blood on the floor, the mangled body of Bast, the writing on the wall. I stepped closer. The letters were of different sizes, many of them misshapen and inverted, but the spelling was correct. It had obviously been made by someone unused to writing, perhaps a complete illiterate reproducing the symbols from a copy. It hurt my eyes to read it:

 

BE SILENT OR DIE. LET ROMAN JUSTICE WORK ITS WILL.

 

Bethesda walked past me, cutting a wide swathe around the corpse of the cat and averting her eyes from the wall. ‘You must be quite hungry,’ she said. Her voice was strangely calm and matter-of-fact.

‘Very hungry,’ I admitted. I followed her to the back of the house, into the pantry.

She lifted the lid from a pot and pulled out a whole fish, flipping it onto the table where it gave off a strong smell in the warm, still air. Beside it lay a handful of fresh herbs, an onion, some grape leaves. ‘You see,’ Bethesda said, ‘I had just come back from the market.’

‘When did they come? How many of them?’

‘Two men.’ She reached for a knife and brought it down on the fish, chopping the head off with a single, clean stroke. ‘They came twice. First they came late this morning. I did as you’ve always said, I kept the door locked and bolted and talked to them through the little window. I told them you were gone and probably would not be back until very late. They wouldn’t say who they were. They said they would come back.’

I watched as she cleaned the fish, using her fingernails and the sharp tip of the knife. Her hands were extraordinarily nimble.

‘Later I went to the market. I was able to get the fish very cheap. The day was so hot, the market was dusty, the man was afraid it would spoil before he could sell it. Fresh fish from the river. I finished my shopping and came up the hill. The door was closed, the latch was in place. I checked for that, as you always say to.’

She began to chop the herbs, bringing the blade down hard and fast. I thought of the old shopkeeper’s wife.

‘But the day was so very hot, and so still. No wind from the garden at all. I could barely stay awake. I left the door open. Only for a little while, I thought, but I guess I forgot. I was so sleepy I went to my room to lie down. I don’t know if I slept or not, but after a while I heard them in the vestibule. Somehow I knew it was the same men. I heard them talking low; then there was a loud noise, like a table overturned. They started shouting, calling your name, yelling obscenities. I hid in my room. I could hear them tramping through the house, turning over furniture, throwing things against the walls. They came into my room. You always imagine you can hide if you have to, but of course they found me right away.’

‘And then what?’ My heart raced in my chest.

‘Not what you think.’ She reached up to wipe a tear from her eye. ‘The onion,’ she said. I saw the bruise that circled her wrist like a bracelet, left by a strong man’s grip.

‘But they hurt you.’

‘They pushed me. They hit me a few times. One of them held me from the back. They made me watch.’ She stared down at the table. Her voice became grim. ‘I had been squabbling with Bast all day. She was crazy from the smell of the fish. One of them found her in the kitchen and brought her to the vestibule. She bit him and scratched his face. He threw her against the wall. Then he pulled out a knife.’ She looked up from her work. ‘They wrote something. With the blood. They said it was for you, and that you shouldn’t forget it. What does it say? Is it a curse?’

‘No. A threat. It doesn’t make sense.’

‘It has to do with the young slave who came yesterday, doesn’t it? The new client, the parricide?’

‘Perhaps, though I can’t see how. Cicero sent for me only yesterday. It wasn’t until today that I started stirring up trouble – yet they must already have been on their way here, even before I spoke with the shopkeeper and his wife. . . . How did you escape from them?’

‘The same way I got away from you just now. With my teeth. The big one holding me was quite a coward. He squealed like a pig.’

‘What did they look like?’

She shrugged. ‘Bodyguards, gladiators. Fighters. Big men. Ugly.’

‘And one of them had a limp.’ I spoke the words as a certainty, but Bethesda shook her head.

‘No. No limp. I watched them both walk away the first time.’

‘You’re sure. No limp?’

‘The one who held me I didn’t really see. But the one who wrote was very big, and blond, a giant. His face was bleeding from where Bast had scratched him. I hope he carries a scar.’ She flipped the fish back into the pot, sprinkled it with the herbs and covered it all with grape leaves. She poured in water from an urn, put the pot over the fire, and stooped to tend the flame. I noticed that her hands had begun to shake.

‘Men like that,’ she said, ‘would not be satisfied with killing a cat, do you think?’

‘No. I think they might not.’

She nodded. ‘The door was still open. I knew I had to get away while the blond giant was still busy smearing letters on the wall, so I bit the man holding me as hard as I could, here.’ She indicated the thickest part of her forearm. ‘I slipped from his arms and ran out the door. They followed me. But they stopped suddenly as they were passing between the neighbours’ walls. I could hear them behind me, making disgusted noises, snorting like pigs.’

‘That would be when they stepped in the pile of excrement.’

‘Yes. Imagine men who could smear their hands in cat’s blood, turned into squeamish matrons from a bit of shit on their sandals? Romans!’ The word came out of her mouth like venom. Only a native Alexandrian can pronounce the name of the world’s capital with such withering disgust.

‘I lost myself in the street, until I thought they must be gone. But when I came back to the foot of the pathway I was afraid to come up. I went into the tavern across the street instead. I know a woman who cooks there, from seeing her in the market. She let me hide in one of the empty rooms upstairs, until I saw you coming home. She lent me a lamp. I called out from below, to warn you before you reached the house, but you didn’t hear.’ She gazed into the fire. ‘Will they come back?’

‘Not tonight,’ I assured her, having no idea whether they would or not.

Having eaten, I longed for sleep, but Bethesda would not let me rest until the corpse had been disposed of.

Romans have never worshipped animals as gods. Nor are they sentimental about household creatures. How could it be otherwise with a race that esteems human life so very little? Beneath the numbing apathy of their masters, the slaves of Rome, imported from all over the earth, but especially from the East, often lose whatever notions of sacred life they may have acquired as children in faraway lands. But Bethesda retained a sense of decorum and awe in the face of an animal’s death, and in her way she grieved for Bast.

She insisted that I build a pyre in the centre of the garden. She took a dress from her wardrobe, a fine gown of white linen which I had given her only a year before. I winced as I watched her rip the seams to form a single winding sheet. She wrapped the broken body in thickness after thickness, until no more blood would soak through to stain the outermost cloth. She laid the bundle onto the pyre and muttered something to herself as she watched the flames leap up. In the still air the smoke rose straight upwards, blotting out the stars.

I longed for sleep. I ordered her to join me, but she refused to come until the floor had been washed clean of blood. She knelt beside a pail of heated water and scrubbed far into the night. I convinced her to leave the message on the wall untouched, though she clearly thought that leaving it was an invitation to all manner of magical disaster.

She would not allow me to extinguish a single lamp or candle. I fell asleep in a house with every room alight. At some point Bethesda finished her scrubbing and joined me, but her presence brought me no comfort. All through the night she kept rising to check the bolts on the doors and windows, to refill the lamps and replenish the candles.

I slept in fits and starts. I dreamed. Over endless miles of barren waste I rode a white steed, unable to remember when or how I had departed, unable to reach any destination. In the middle of the night I woke, feeling already weary from a long, unpleasant journey.
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It would never do for Bethesda to stay alone in the house while I was gone. A year before, the problem would never have arisen; then I had kept two strong young male slaves. Except on those rare occasions when I needed an entourage or a bodyguard and took them with me, they had stayed with Bethesda – one to accompany her on errands, the other to watch the household in her absence, both to assist and protect her in the home. Best of all, they had given her someone to boss; at night I tried not to smile as she recounted her grievances against them and fumed at the gossip she imagined they passed behind her back.

But slaves are a constant expense and a valuable commodity, especially to those barely able to afford them. A chance offer from a client at a moment of need had weakened me into selling them both. For the last year Bethesda had managed on her own without incident, until now. My foolishness had almost brought us to complete disaster.

I could not leave her alone. Yet, if I hired a bodyguard for the day, would she be any safer? The assassins might very well return; would a single bodyguard, or two, or three be enough if they were bent on murder? If I found somewhere for her to stay, I would be leaving the house deserted. Such men, foiled of capturing any prey, might very well set fire to everything I owned.

Long before the first cock’s crow of the morning I was awake, turning the dilemma over in my head. The only advice that came to me from staring at the candlelit ceiling was to drop the case entirely. There would be no trip to Ameria. At first light I could descend to the Subura and dispatch a messenger to Cicero, telling him I withdrew from his employ and asking him to settle my account. Then I could board myself up in the house with Bethesda all day, making love and strolling in the garden and complaining about the heat; and to any intruder who beat on the door I could simply say: ‘Yes, yes, I choose silence over death! Let Roman justice work its will! Now go away!’

There is a cock on the hillside which crows long before all the rest; I suspect he belongs to my country neighbour who throws her offal over the wall – a country cock with country habits, unlike the lazier and more luxurious birds of Rome. When he crowed, there would be two hours until dawn. I decided I would rise then and make my choice.

The nature of time changes while the world sleeps. Moments congeal, moments attenuate, like lumps in thin cheese. Time becomes uneven, elusive, uncertain. To the sleepless the night seems eternal and yet still too short. I lay for a long time watching the flickering shadows above my head, unable to sleep but unable to follow any of the thoughts that flitted through my head, waiting for the cock’s crow until I began to think the bird had overslept. Then it came at last, distinct and shrill in the warm, still air.

I sprang up, realizing with a start that I had actually been asleep, or somewhere on sleep’s border. For a confused moment I wondered if I had dreamed the cock’s crow. Then I heard it again.

Amid the light of many candles I changed my tunic and splashed my face. Bethesda had finally come to rest; I saw her curled on a straw mat beneath the colonnade at the far corner of the garden, surrounded by a ring of candles, asleep at last. She had chosen a spot as far as possible from the wall where Bast had died.

I crossed the garden, walking quietly so as not to wake her. She lay curled on her side, hugging herself. The muscles of her face were soft and relaxed. A lustrous strand of blue-black hair lay in disarray across her cheek. In the glow of the candles she looked more like a child than I had ever seen her. A part of me longed to gather her up in my arms and carry her to the bed, to hold her there warm and safe, touching and dreaming until the morning sun on our faces made us wake. To forget about whatever sordid mess Cicero had swept me into, to turn my back upon it. Looking at Bethesda, I felt a wave of such tenderness that my eyes were veiled with tears. The image of her face dissolved; the candlelight melted into glistening mist. It is one thing, so I am told, to join fortunes in marriage to a free woman. It is something else to own a woman as a slave, and I have often wondered which is more bitter and which more sweet.

The cock crowed again, joined this time by another from far away. In that instant I decided.

I knelt beside Bethesda and woke her as gently as I could. Even so she gave a start and stared at me for a moment as if I were a stranger. I felt a pang of doubt and turned away, knowing that if she saw my hesitation it would feed her own fear, and there would be no end to it. I told her to dress and comb her hair and grab a handful of bread if she was hungry; as soon as she was ready we would take a short walk.

I quickly turned aside and busied myself extinguishing candles. The house fell dark. After a short time Bethesda emerged from her room and announced that she was ready. Her voice had an anxious edge but no note of distrust or reproach. I uttered a silent prayer that I was making the right choice, and wondered to whom I was praying.

The pathway down the hill was lined with shadows, black within black. Beneath the glow of my torch the stones underfoot took on the properties of illusion, casting confused, jumbled shadows while their edges loomed up treacherous and sharp. It would almost have been safer to proceed without a light. Bethesda tripped and clutched my arm. She peered from side to side, unable to watch her feet for fear of something lurking in the darkness.

Halfway down we entered a long trough of fog that flowed and eddied like a river in the notch of the valley, so thick that the torchlight reflected back upon itself, wrapping us in a cocoon of milky white. Like the uncanny heat that had gripped Rome, there was something freakish about the fog. It brought no refreshment or relief; the great mass was warm and clammy with abrupt pockets of chilled air. It devoured light. It swallowed sound. The grinding of the loose stones beneath our feet was muffled and distant. Even the crickets stopped their chirring, and for the moment the cocks were silent.

Bethesda shuddered beside me, but I was secretly glad of the fog. If it would last until sunrise, I might be able to make my exit from the city unobserved even by eyes hired to watch me.

The stablemaster was asleep when we arrived, but a slave agreed to wake him. He was disgruntled at first; I was an hour earlier than expected, and at any rate the slave could have handled the departure without his master being disturbed. But when I explained what I wanted and offered terms, he was suddenly wide-awake and genial.

For the next two days at least he would take Bethesda into his household. I warned him not to work her too hard as she was accustomed to her own rhythms and unused to heavy work. (This last was a lie, but I had no intention of letting him work her to her limit.) If he could set her to some steady task, sewing perhaps, she would more than earn her keep.

In the meantime I wanted to hire two sturdy slaves from him to watch my house. He insisted he could spare only one. I was sceptical until he roused the boy from bed. An uglier youth I had never seen, nor a larger one. Where he came from I could not imagine. He had the uncouth name of Scaldus. His face was raw and red, blistered by the intense sun of the past week; his hair stuck out in stiff bunches from his head, the same texture and colour as the bits of straw that clung to his scalp. If his sheer size failed to intimidate any caller, his face might do the job. He was to take up a post outside my door and not to leave it until I returned; a woman from the stables would bring him food and water through the day. Even if he proved weaker than he looked or a coward, he could at least raise an alarm if intruders came to the house. As for the expense, the stablemaster agreed to extend my credit. The added fee I would pass on to Cicero.

There was no need to return to the house. Everything I needed for the journey I had brought with me. A slave fetched Vespa from the stable. I mounted her, turned around, and saw Bethesda staring up at me with her arms crossed. She was not happy with the arrangement, as I could see from the tightness of her lips and the glimmer of anger in her dark eyes. I smiled, relieved. She was already recovering from the shock of the night before.

I had an impulse to bend down and kiss her, even in front of the stablemaster and his slaves; instead I turned my attention to Vespa, calming her early-morning friskiness, guiding her into the street and easing her into a gentle trot. Long ago I learned that whenever a master shows affection for a slave in public the gesture must go awry. No matter how sincere, the act becomes patronizing, embarrassing, a parody. Even so, a sudden fear gripped me, a premonition that I might regret forever having denied myself that parting kiss.

The fog was so thick I would have been lost had I not known the route by heart. The mist swirled around us, swallowing the clatter of Vespa’s hooves and hiding us from the twice-million eyes of Rome. Around me the city seemed to stir, but that was an illusion; the city had never quite slept. All night long men and horses and wagons come and go in the deep-shadowed streets. I passed through the Fontinal Gate. I broke into a trot as I passed the voting stalls on the Field of Mars, taking the northward route of the great Flaminian Way.

Rome receded, invisible, behind me. The muted stench of the city was replaced by the smells of tilled earth and dew. Hidden by mist, the world seemed open and boundless, a place without walls or even men. Then the sun rose over the black and green fields, dispelling every vapour before it. By the time I reached the great northward curving arm of the Tiber, the sky was hard as crystal, utterly cloudless, and pregnant with heat.
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The rich on their way from city to villa and back again travel in retinues with gladiators and bodyguards. The wandering poor travel in bands. Actors go in troupes. Any farmer driving his sheep to market will surround himself with shepherds. But the man who travels alone – so runs that proverb as old as the Etruscans – has a fool for a companion.

Everywhere I have lived there is a belief among city folk that life in the countryside must be safer, quieter, less fraught with crime and menace. The Romans especially are blindly sentimental about country life, imbuing it with a tranquil, lofty character beyond the reach of crime or base passion. This fantasy is believed only by those who have never spent much time in the countryside, and especially by those who have never travelled for day after day across the roads that Rome has laid like spokes radiating through the world. Crime is everywhere, and nowhere is a man in more danger at any given moment than when he is on the open road, especially if he travels alone.

If he must travel alone he should at least travel very fast, stopping for no one. The old woman who appears to lie hurt and abandoned beside the road may in fact be neither hurt nor abandoned nor even a woman, but a young bandit among a troupe of bandits, murderers, and kidnappers. A man can die on the open road or disappear forever. For the unwary a journey of ten miles may take an unexpected turn that ends in a slave market a thousand miles from home. The traveller must be prepared to flee at a moment’s warning, to scream for help without embarrassment, and to kill if he must.

In spite of these thoughts, or perhaps because of them, I passed the long day without incident. The distance I needed to cover required long, unbroken hours of hard riding. I steeled myself to it early on and fell into the rhythm of constant speed. Not a single rider overtook me during the day. I passed traveller after traveller as if they were tortoises beside the road.

The Flaminian Way travels north from Rome, crossing the Tiber twice as it passes through south-eastern Etruria. At length it reaches the river Nar, which runs into the Tiber from the east. The road crosses a bridge at the town of Narnia and enters southernmost Umbria. A few miles north of Narnia a minor road branches west, back towards the Tiber. It ascends a series of steep hills and then drops into a shallow valley of fertile vineyards and pastures. Here, nestled in a V of land between the Tiber and the Nar, lies the sleepy hill town of Ameria.

I had not travelled north of Rome in many years. When I had to leave the city, my business usually took me west to the seaport at Ostia or else south along the Appian Way through that region of lush villas and estates that ends at the resorts of Baiae and Pompeii, where the rich vent their boredom in manufacturing new scandals and plotting new crimes, and where the powerful had chosen sides in the civil wars. Occasionally I ventured east, into the rebellious territories that had vented their rage against Rome in the Social War. Southward and eastward I had seen first-hand the devastations of ten years of warfare – farms in ruin, roads and bridges destroyed, piles of corpses left uncovered and rotting until they turned to mountains of bones.

I had expected the same in the north, but here the land was largely untouched; here the people had exercised caution to the extent of cowardice, always hedging their bets, sniffing out the neutral path until the clear victor emerged and then rushing to his side. In the Social War they had declined to join the other client states in pressing Rome for their rights, waiting instead until Rome called on them for help and so securing those same rights without revolt. In the civil wars they had danced the dagger’s edge between Marius and Sulla, between Sulla and Cinna until the dictator emerged triumphant. Sextus Roscius the elder had himself been a declared supporter of Sulla even before it became convenient.

Warfare had not spoiled the rolling pastures and dense woodlands that carpeted the southern reaches of Etruria and Umbria. Where in other regions one could sense in a thousand ways the disruptions brought by war and resettlement, here there was a feeling of timelessness, changelessness, almost of stagnation. People showed neither friendliness nor curiosity at a passing stranger; faces turned towards me from the fields, stared blankly, and turned back to their work with a disinterested scowl. The dry spring had so far yielded little colour to refresh the earth. Meagre trickles ran through stony creek beds; a fine dust covered and obscured everything. Heat lay heavy on the land, but there was something else that seemed to blanket the earth: a suffocating and dispiriting gloom beneath the blinding sunlight.

The monotony of the journey gave me time to think; the ever-changing countryside freed my mind from the cobwebs and cul-de-sacs of Rome. Yet the mystery of who had mounted the attack on my house defied solution. Once I began the investigation in earnest, I was open to danger from any quarter – the shopkeeper and his wife, the widow, the whore, any of them might have passed an alert to the enemy. But my visitors had come on the very morning after I first met with Cicero, even as I was on my way to the scene of the crime, before I had interviewed anyone. I counted the names of those who knew from the day before that I had been engaged in the case: Cicero himself, and Tiro; Caecilia Metella; Sextus Roscius; Rufus Messalla; Bethesda. Unless the plot against Sextus Roscius was more convoluted and madly illogical than I could imagine, none of these people had any reason for driving me from the case. There was always the possibility of an eavesdropping servant in either Cicero’s or Caecilia’s house, a spy passing information to the enemies of Sextus Roscius; but given the loyalty inspired by Cicero and the kind of punishments to be incurred under Caecilia, the likelihood seemed absurdly small. Yet someone had known of my involvement early enough to see that hired enforcers were on my doorstep the very next morning, someone willing to kill me if I refused to turn aside.

The more I turned it over in my head the more tangled the problem became, and the more the danger seemed to grow, until I began to wonder if Bethesda was safe where I had left her. Having no idea where the threat came from, how could I protect her against it? I pushed the doubt from my mind and stared at the road ahead. Fear was useless. Only the truth could bring me safety.

At the second crossing of the Tiber I stopped for a while beneath the shade of a massive oak beside the riverbank. While I rested, a grey-haired farmer and three overseers came riding down from the north with a train of thirty slaves in tow. The farmer and two of his men dismounted and sat cross-legged in the shade, while the third led the slaves, who were chained neck to neck, down to the river to drink. The farmer and his men kept to themselves. After a few suspicious glances they ignored me completely. From overhearing bits of his conversation I gathered he was a Narnian who had recently come into a property near Falerii; the slaves were being led to reinforce the workers there.

I took a bite of bread and sipped at my wineskin and gently waved aside a bee that circled my head. The slaves lined up at the riverbank and dropped to their knees, splashing the dust from their faces and bending down to drink like animals. Most were middle-aged; a few were older, some much younger. All of them wore a sort of sandal for protection, a scrap of leather strapped to each foot. Otherwise they were naked, except for two or three who wore a thin rag tied about the waist. Many had fresh scars and welts across their buttocks and backs. Even the sturdiest among them looked haggard and unhealthy. The youngest, or at least the smallest, was a thin, naked boy at the end of the train. He sobbed continually and kept muttering incoherently about his hand, which he held in the air at a crooked angle. The overseer shouted at him, stamped his foot, and finally snapped his whip, but the boy would not stop complaining.

I finished my bread, drank a mouthful of wine, and leaned back against the tree. I tried to rest, but the constant whimpering of the slave punctuated by the slashing of the whip set my nerves on edge. To a rich farmer, slaves are cheaper than cattle. When they die they are effortlessly replaced; the influx of slaves into Rome is endless, like crashing waves upon a beach. I mounted Vespa and rode on.

The day grew hotter and hotter. Throughout the afternoon I saw hardly another person. The fields had been abandoned until a cooler hour, and the road was empty; I might have been the only traveller in the world. By the time I reached Narnia the fields began to stir again and the traffic slowly increased. Narnia itself is a busy market town. Gravestones and small temples line its outer streets. At the centre I came upon a wide square shaded by trees and ringed by shops and animal pens. The sweet smell of straw and the strong odours of oxen, cows, and sheep were heavy in the heated air.

There was a small tavern at one corner of the square. Set into the open wooden door was a clay tile that showed a young shepherd with a lamb slung over his shoulders; a wooden sign above the lintel bade welcome to the Bleating Lamb. The place was dim and gloomy within, but cool. The only other customer was an emaciated old man who sat at a table in the corner, staring rigidly at nothing. My host was an enormously fat Etruscan with dark yellow teeth; he was so huge he almost filled the tiny room. He was happy to bring me a cup of the local wine.

‘How far to Ameria?’ I asked him.

He shrugged. ‘How fresh is your horse?’

I looked about and caught my reflection in a plated ewer on the counter. My face was red and sweaty, my hair tangled and powdered with dust. ‘No fresher than I am.’

He shrugged again. ‘An hour if you pressed it. Longer if you care to keep the animal’s heart from bursting. Where have you come from?’

‘Rome.’ The word was out before I could call it back. All day I had been reminding myself of the dangers of the countryside, yet a few moments inside a quaint tavern had already loosened my lips.

‘Rome? All this way in a single day? You must have had an early start. Have another cup. Don’t worry, I’ll cut it with plenty of water. Rome, you say. I have a son there, or used to. Fought for Sulla in the wars. Supposed to get a piece of land out of it. Maybe he did. I haven’t had a word from him in months. All this way since this morning? You have family in Ameria?’

It is easier to trust a fat face than a gaunt one. Treachery shows itself like a scar on a haggard face but hides well behind a plump, infantile blandness. But the eyes do not lie, and his were completely without guile. My host was merely curious, talkative, bored.

‘No,’ I said. ‘Not family. Business.’

‘Ah. It must be important for you to ride so long and so hard.’

Guileless or not, I decided to trust him with no more of the truth than I had to. ‘My patron is an impatient man,’ I said. ‘As impatient as he is rich. There’s a parcel of farmland up near Ameria in which he’s taken an interest. I’ve come to check it out for him.’

‘Ah, happens all the time these days. When I was a boy it was all small farmers hereabout, local people who passed their land from father to son. Now strangers come up from Rome, buying it all up. Nobody knows who owns half the land any more. Never your neighbours; instead it’s some rich man down in Rome who comes up twice a year to play farmer.’ He laughed, then his face darkened. ‘And the larger the farms the more slaves they bring in. They used to march them right through the square here, or cart them through in wagons, until we put a stop to that and routed them off the main way. It doesn’t do for men in chains to come through here and get a sniff of freedom. Too many unhappy slaves about make a man like me uneasy.’

Still staring at nothing, the old man in the corner banged his cup against the table. The taverner waddled across the room. The least exertion made him wheeze and gasp for air.

‘So you worry about runaway slaves?’ I said.

‘Things happen. Oh, not so much in the town, but I have a sister who married a farmer up north. Lives in the middle of nowhere. Of course they have their own household slaves and a few freedmen for protection. Even so, only a fool would leave his doors unlocked at night. I tell you, one of these days it’s going to be more than just two or three runaway slaves. Imagine if it were twenty – or a hundred, and some of them professional killers. There’s an estate not thirty miles up the way where they send slaves to be trained as gladiators. Imagine a hundred of those beasts escaped from their cages with nothing to lose.’

‘Ah, you’re a fool!’ barked the old man. He raised his cup and emptied it in a single draught. The red wine spilled from the corners of his grey mouth and dribbled down his grizzled neck. He slammed the cup down and stared rigidly ahead. ‘Fool!’ he said again. ‘Nothing to lose, you say? They’d be crucified and disembowelled! Do you think Sulla and the Senate would let a hundred gladiators go about killing landholders and raping their wives? Even a slave doesn’t want to have his hands nailed to a tree. Don’t worry, misery won’t object so long as there’s plenty of fear to keep it in line.’

The old man thrust out his chin and made a ghastly smile. I finally realized he was blind.

‘Of course, Father.’ The fat Etruscan simpered and made a bow that the old man could not possibly have seen.

I leaned forwards and turned the cup in my hand. ‘Afraid of the slaves or not, sometimes it seems a man is not safe even in his own household. A father may not be safe even from his son. Only water this time.’ I held up my cup. The taverner bustled over.

‘Whatever do you mean?’ His hands were unsteady as he poured from the jug. He glanced uneasily over his shoulder at the old man.

‘I was only thinking of some gossip I heard yesterday in Rome. I mentioned my trip to some of my associates in the Forum and asked if they happened to know anything about Ameria. Well, most of them had never heard of it.’

I took a long sip and fell silent. The taverner pinched his brow, marshalling a host of plump wrinkles in the furrow of his forehead. The old man moved at last, inclining his head in my direction. The little room was suddenly as quiet as a tomb.

The Etruscan wheezed. ‘And?’

‘And what?’ I said.

‘The gossip!’ It was the old man. He sneered and turned away, suddenly disinterested or pretending to be. ‘The little pig lives for it. Worse than his mother ever was.’

My host glanced at me and made a helpless grimace.

I shrugged wearily, as if it were hardly worth the effort of telling. ‘Only something about a trial about to take place in Rome, involving a man from Ameria. The name is Roscius, I think; yes, like the famous actor. Accused of – well, I’m almost ashamed to say it – accused of killing his own father.’

My host nodded slightly and stepped back. He pulled a rag from the belt of his tunic, rubbed the beads of sweat from his forehead, then began wiping the counter, wheezing from the effort. ‘Is that right?’ he finally said. ‘Yes, I’d heard something about it.’

‘Only something? A crime like that, in such a small place, so nearby, I’d have thought it would have been on everyone’s lips.’

‘Well, it didn’t exactly happen here.’

‘No?’

‘No. The crime actually occurred in Rome. That’s where Old Man Roscius was murdered, so they say.’

‘You knew him, did you?’ I tried to keep my voice light, as if I were only half-listening. My host might not be suspicious, but the old man certainly was. I could tell from the way he pursed his lips and slowly moved his jaw from side to side, listening to every word.

‘Old Sextus Roscius? No. Well, hardly. We used to see him in here occasionally when I was a boy, isn’t that right, Father? But not much lately. Not for years and years. A citified Roman with worldly ways, that’s what he became. Must’ve come home occasionally, but he never stopped in here. Am I right, Father?’

‘Fool,’ the old man growled. ‘Fat, clumsy fool . . .’

My host wiped his forehead again, glanced at his father and gave me an embarrassed smile. I looked at the old man with as much feigned affection as I could muster and shrugged as if to say, I understand these things. old and impossible to put up with, but what is a good son to do?

‘Actually, when I asked if you knew this Roscius, I meant the son. If it’s true, what he’s charged with – well, you have to wonder what sort of man could commit such a crime.’

‘Sextus Roscius? Yes, I know him. Not well, but well enough to greet him on the street. A man about my own age. He’d come to market here on holidays. It wasn’t rare for him to pay a visit to the Bleating Lamb.’

‘And what do you think? Could you tell by looking at him?’

‘Oh, he was bitter against his old man, no doubt about that. Not that he’d go on and on, he wasn’t the ranting sort, even after he’d had a few. But he’d let out something every now and then. Probably other people would hardly notice, but I listen. I hear.’

‘Then you think he might actually have done it?’

‘Oh, no. I know for a fact that he didn’t.’

‘And how is that?’

‘Because he was nowhere near Rome when it happened. Oh, there was plenty of talk when the news came about the old man’s death, and there were plenty of people who could tell you that Sextus hadn’t left his main farm in Ameria for days.’

‘But no one accuses the son of actually wielding the knife. They say he hired assassins.’

My host had no answer for that, but was clearly unimpressed. He furrowed his brow in thought. ‘Strange that you should mention the murder. I was practically the first to hear about it.’

‘The first in Narnia, you mean?’

‘The first anywhere. In happened last September.’ He stared at the opposite wall, remembering. ‘The murder happened at night; yes, I suppose it must have. It was cold weather hereabouts, blustery winds and grey skies. If I was superstitious, I suppose I’d tell you I had a grim dream that night, or woken up with a ghost in the room.’

‘Impious!’ the old man snapped, shaking his head in disgust. ‘No respect for the gods.’

My host seemed not to hear him, still staring into the depths of the mottled clay wall. ‘But something must have woken me, because I was up very early the next morning. Earlier than my usual habit.’

‘Always was the lazy one,’ the old man muttered.

‘There’s no reason for a taverner to be up early; customers seldom come before mid-morning. But that morning I was up before daylight. Perhaps it was something I ate.’

The old man snorted and scowled. ‘Something he ate! Can you believe that?’

‘I washed and dressed. I left my wife sleeping and came down the stairs, into this room. I stepped into the street. It was a bit chilly, but very still. Over the hills I could see the first streaks of dawn. The sky had cleared overnight; there was only a single cloud on the eastern horizon, lit up all red and yellow from below. And up the road there was a man coming from the south. I heard him first – you know how sound carries when the air is still and cold. Then I saw him, in a light chariot drawn by two horses, racing so fast that I almost stepped inside to hide myself. Instead I stood my ground, and as he drew by he slowed and stopped. He pulled off the leather cap he was wearing, and then I saw it was Mallius Glaucia.’

‘A friend?’

My host wrinkled his nose. ‘Some man’s friend, but not mine. Used to be a slave, and even then he was insolent and arrogant. Slaves take after their masters, they say, and that was never truer than with Mallius Glaucia.

‘You’ll find two branches of the Roscius family over the hill in Ameria,’ he went on. ‘Sextus Roscius, father and son, the respectable ones who built up their farms and their fortunes; and those two cousins, Magnus and Capito, and their clan. Foul types I’d call them, though I can’t say that I’ve ever had personal dealings with them more than to serve them a cup of wine. But you can tell that some people are dangerous just by looking at them. That’s Magnus and old Capito. Mallius Glaucia, the man who came thundering up from the south that morning, was Magnus’s slave from birth, until Magnus freed him. A reward for some unspeakable crime, I have no doubt. Glaucia went on serving Magnus, and still does. As soon as I saw it was him in the chariot, how I wished I’d stepped back into the doorway before he’d had a chance to see me.’

‘A big man, this Mallius Glaucia?’

‘The gods themselves don’t come any bigger.’

‘Fair of face?’

‘Fair-haired, maybe, but as ugly as a baby. Red-faced like a baby, too. Anyway, he comes thundering up in his chariot. “You’re open early,” he says. I told him I wasn’t open at all yet, and made to step back inside. I was just closing the door when he blocked it with his foot. I told him again I wasn’t open for business and tried to close the door, but he held his foot fast. Then he pushed a dagger through the breach. As if that weren’t bad enough, the dagger wasn’t clean and shiny – oh, no. The blade was covered with blood.’

‘Red or black?’

‘Not too fresh, but not too old either. It was mostly dry on the blade, but in places where it was thickest it was still a little moist and red in the centre. Try as I might I couldn’t close the door. I thought of crying out, but my wife is a timid woman and my son is gone, my slaves would be no match against Glaucia and what help could I expect . . .’ He glanced guiltily at the old man in the corner. ‘So I let him in. He wanted wine, straight, without water. I brought him a cup; he downed it in a single swallow and then threw it against the floor and told me to bring him a bottle. He sat right where you’re sitting now and drank down the whole thing. I tried to leave the room several times, but whenever I moved away he’d begin talking to me in a loud voice, in such a way and such a tone that I knew he meant me to stay and listen.

‘He said he’d come from Rome, starting well after dark. He said he came with terrible news. That was when he told me Sextus Roscius was dead. I didn’t think much of it. “An old man,” I said to him. “Was it his heart?” And Glaucia laughed. “Something like that,” he said. “A knife in his heart, if you want to know.” And he stabbed the bloody blade into the table.’

My host pointed with his short, stubby arm. I looked down and saw beside my cup a deep gouge in the rough-hewn wood.

‘Well, I suppose he saw the look on my face. He laughed again – it must have been the wine. “Don’t get all frightened, taverner,” he says. “It wasn’t me that did it. Do I look like the type who’d kill a man? But this is the very blade, pulled straight from the dead man’s heart.” Then he turned angry. “Don’t look at me that way!” he says. “I told you I didn’t do it. I’m just a messenger bringing bad news to the relatives back home.” And then he staggered out of the door and got into his chariot and disappeared. Can you blame me if I say I’ll never make a point of rising early again?’

I stared at the table, into the scar left by the blade. By a trick of light and concentration it seemed to grow deeper and darker the longer I stared into it. ‘So this man came to tell Sextus Roscius that his father had been murdered?’

‘Not exactly. That is, it wasn’t Sextus Roscius he came to tell. The tale goes that Sextus didn’t hear the news until later that day, after the gossip had already started making the rounds. A neighbour met him on the road and offered his condolences, never imagining that he hadn’t yet heard. The next day a messenger sent by the old man’s household arrived from Rome – he stopped in this very tavern – but by then it was stale news.’

‘Then whom did this Glaucia come to tell? His old master, Magnus?’

‘If Magnus was in Ameria. But that young scoundrel spends most of his time in Rome these days, mixing with the gangs, they say, and doing business for his elder cousin; I mean old Capito. That was probably the man Glaucia came to tell. Though you wouldn’t expect Capito to weep for old Sextus; the two branches of the Roscius line are hardly fond of each other. The feud goes back for years.’

The bloody knife, the messenger sent in the middle of the night, the old family feud; the conclusion seemed obvious. I waited for my host to spell it out, but he only sighed and shook his head, as if he had reached the end of the tale.

‘But surely,’ I said, ‘given what you’ve told me, no one believes that Sextus Roscius killed his father.’

‘Ah, that’s the part I can’t figure out. Can’t figure it out at all. Because what everyone knows, hereabouts anyway, is that old Sextus Roscius was killed by Sulla’s men, or at least by some gang acting in Sulla’s name.’

‘What?’

‘The old man was proscribed. Named an enemy of the state. Put on the lists.’

‘No. You must be mistaken. You’ve confused the stories with another.’

‘Well, there were a few others from these parts who had regular business and houses in Rome who got put on the lists, and either lost their heads or fled the country. But I wouldn’t be confusing them with Sextus Roscius. It’s common knowledge hereabouts that the man was proscribed.’

But he was a supporter of Sulla, I started to say, then caught myself.

‘It’s like this,’ the taverner said. ‘A band of soldiers arrived from Rome a few days later and made a public announcement, declaring that Sextus Roscius pater was an enemy of the state and as such had been killed in Rome, and his property was to be confiscated by force and put up for auction.’

‘But this was last September. The proscriptions were already over; they’d been over for months.’

‘Do you suppose that was the end of Sulla’s enemies? What was to keep him from tracking down one more?’

I rolled the empty cup between my palms and stared into it. ‘Did you actually hear this announcement yourself?’

‘Yes, as a matter of fact. They announced it first in Ameria, I’m told, but they did the same thing here, seeing as the towns have families in common. We were shocked, of course, but the wars have left so much bitterness, so much loss, I can’t say that anyone shed a tear for the old man.’

‘But if what you say is true, then the younger Sextus Roscius was disinherited.’

‘I suppose he was. We haven’t seen him around here for quite some time. The latest gossip says that he’s down in Rome, staying with his old man’s patroness. Well, there’s obviously more to the stories than meets the eye.’

‘Obviously. Then who bought up the old man’s estates?’

‘Thirteen farms, that’s what they say he had. Well, old Capito must have been first in line, as he came away with three of the best, including the old family homestead. They say he tossed out young Sextus himself, kicked him right out the door. But it’s his property now, fair and square; he bid on it at the state auction down in Rome.’

‘And the other farms?’

‘All bought up by some rich fellow in Rome; I can’t recall that I ever heard his name. Probably never even set foot in Ameria, just another absentee landlord buying up the countryside. Like your employer, no doubt. Is that your problem, Citizen, jealousy? Well, this is one plum that’s already been picked. If you’re looking for good land in Ameria you’ll have to look farther.’

I looked out of the open door. From where she was tied, Vespa’s tail cast a weirdly elongated shadow that flicked nervously across the dusty floor of the doorway. Shadows were long; the day was rapidly dying, and I had no plan for the night. I pulled some coins from my purse and laid them on the table. My host gathered them up and disappeared through a narrow doorway at the back of the shop, turning sideways to squeeze himself through.

The old man turned his head, pricking up his ears at the rustling noise. ‘Greedy,’ he muttered. ‘Every coin he gets, he runs to put it into his little box. Has to keep a running tally hour by hour, can’t wait until he closes the tavern. Always the fat one, always the greedy pig. It comes from his mother, not from me, you can tell by looking.’

I stepped quietly towards the door, but not quietly enough. The old man shot to his feet and stepped into the doorway. He seemed to stare into my face through the milky egg-white membranes that covered his eyes. ‘You,’ he said, ‘stranger. You’re not here to buy land. You’re here about this murder, aren’t you?’

I tried to make my face a mask, then realized there was no need. ‘No,’ I said.

‘Whose side are you on? Sextus Roscius, or the men who accuse him?’

‘I told you, old man—’

‘It is a mystery, how an old man could be proscribed by the state, and then his own son should be accused of the crime. And isn’t it odd that wretched old Capito should be the one to profit? And odder still that Capito should be the first man in Ameria to get wind of the murder, and the message should be borne in the middle of the night by Glaucia – who could only have been sent by one man, that wicked Magnus. How did Magnus know of the incident so swiftly, and why did he dispatch a messenger, and how did he happen to possess the bloody dagger? It’s all clear to you, isn’t it? Or so you think.

‘My son tells you young Sextus is innocent, but my son is a fool, and you would be a fool to listen to him. He says he hears everything that’s said in this room, but he hears nothing; he’s always much too busy talking. I’m the one who hears. For ten years, since I lost my eyes, I’ve been learning how to hear. Before that, I never heard anything – I thought I heard, but I was deaf, just as you are, just as every man with eyes is deaf. You would never believe the things I hear. I hear every word spoken in this room, and some that are not. I hear the words men whisper to themselves, not even realizing that their lips move or the breath still sighs between their lips.’

I touched his shoulder, thinking to gently push him aside, but he stood his ground like an iron rod.

‘Sextus Roscius, young and old, I’ve known them both for years. And let me tell you, however impossible it may seem, whatever else the evidence may tell you, the son was behind the murder of his father. What a hatred they had for each other! It started when Roscius took his second wife and had a son by her, Gaius, the son he spoiled and petted until the day of the boy’s death. I remember the day he brought the infant into this tavern and forced the pretty gold-haired thing on every man in the room, because what fellow isn’t proud of a new son, and young Sextus meanwhile stood in the doorway, forgotten, ignored, puffed up like a toad with hatred. I still had eyes then. I can’t remember what a flower looks like, but I can still see that young man’s face and the look of pure murder in his eyes.’

I thought I heard my host returning, and looked over my shoulder.

‘Look towards me!’ the old man shrieked. ‘Don’t think I can’t tell when you turn away from me – I can tell from the sound of your breathing. Look at me when I talk to you! And listen to the truth: the son hated the father, and the father hated the son. I felt the hatred grow and fester in this very room, year after year. I heard the words that were never spoken – the words of anger, resentment, revenge. And who could blame either one of them, but most of all the father – to have had such a son, such a failure, such a disappointment. A greedy little pig, that’s what he’s turned out to be. Greedy and fat and disrespectful. Imagine the heartbreak, the bitterness! Is it any wonder my grandson never visits, and won’t speak to his father? They say Jupiter demands that a son should obey his father, and a father his own father, but what kind of order can there be in a world where men go blind or else grow fat as pigs? The world is a ruin, lost, with no redemption. The world is dark. . . .’

I stepped back, appalled. In the next instant the fat taverner jostled me aside, seized the old man by his shoulders and pulled him out of the doorway. I stepped through and glanced back. The old man’s milky eyes were fixed on me. He babbled on. The son averted his face.

I untied Vespa, mounted her, and rode through what remained of the town of Narnia and across the bridge as quickly as I could.
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Vespa seemed as eager as I to leave the village of Narnia behind. She made no complaint as I rode her doggedly down the final leg of the day’s journey. When we came to a fork in the road just north of the village, she seemed reluctant to stop.

A public trough stood at the junction. I made her drink slowly, reining her back after every few swallows. A crude signpost stood behind the trough, a goat’s skull mounted on a stick. Across the bleached brow someone had painted an arrow pointing to the left and the word AMERIA. I turned from the broad Flaminian Way onto the Amerian side road, a narrow path that meandered up to the saddle of a steep ridge.

We began the ascent. Vespa at last began to weary, and the jolts against my backside made me grit my teeth. I leaned forwards, stroking her neck. At least the heat of the day had begun to dissipate, and the ridge cast us into cool shadow.

Near the summit I came to a band of slaves who clustered about an ox cart, helping to push it onto the ridge. The vehicle lurched and swayed and finally attained the level ground. The slaves leaned against one another, some of them smiling with relief, others too weary to show any expression. I rode up beside the driver and waved.

‘Do you make this trip often?’ I asked.

The boy gave a start when he heard me, then smiled. ‘Only when there’s something to take to market at Narnia. The dangerous part is going down that hill.’

‘I can imagine.’

‘We lost a slave last year. He was helping to brake the cart on its way down and fell under the wheel. It isn’t nearly as steep on the other side going down into Ameria.’

‘But downhill all the same. That should please my horse.’

‘She’s a beautiful animal.’ He looked at Vespa with a farm boy’s admiration.

‘So,’ I said, ‘you come from Ameria?’

‘Nearby. Just outside the town, at the foot of the hill.’

‘Perhaps you could tell me how to find the home of Sextus Roscius.’

‘Well, yes. Except that Sextus Roscius doesn’t live there any more.’

‘You mean the old man?’

‘Oh, the one who was murdered? If that’s who you’re looking for, you’ll find what’s left of him in the family cemetery. He never lived in Ameria that I knew of, not since I was born.’

‘No, not the old man; the son.’

‘He used to live near my father’s place, if you mean the one with the two daughters.’

‘Yes, he has a daughter about your age; a very pretty girl.’

The lad grinned. ‘Very pretty. And very friendly.’ He arched his eyebrows in an effort to look worldly. The image of Roscia’s naked body flashed through my mind. I saw her pressed against the wall, wilted with satisfaction, with Tiro on his knees before her. Perhaps Tiro had not been the first.

‘Tell me how to find his house,’ I said.

He shrugged. ‘I can tell you how to find it, but as I said, it’s not his any more. They drove Sextus Roscius out.’

‘When?’

‘About two months ago.’

‘And why was that?’

‘The law, laid down from Rome. His father had been proscribed. Do you know what that means?’

‘Only too well.’

He drew a finger across his throat. ‘And then they take all your land and all your money. They don’t leave the family a thing. There was some auction held down in Rome. My father said he wouldn’t mind bidding on some of the land, especially the parcels next to ours. But he said it wouldn’t serve any use. The auctions are always rigged. You have to be a friend of a friend of Sulla’s, or else know the right man to bribe.’

Twice now I had been told the proscription story. It made no sense, but if it was true it would surely be a simple matter to prove Sextus Roscius innocent of his father’s death.

‘Tell me then, who lives there now?’

‘Old Man Capito. Bought up the family house and some of the best farmland. My father spat on the ground when he heard he was going to be our new neighbour. All through the winter Capito allowed Sextus and his family to stay on. People thought that was only right, that Capito should take pity on him. Then he kicked them out for good.’

‘And did no one take them in? Surely Sextus Roscius had friends who owed him some obligation.’

‘You’d be surprised how fast a man can lose his friends when there’s trouble from Rome; that’s what my father says. Besides, Roscius was always a loner; I can’t say that he seemed to have many friends. I suppose my father was the closest to a friend he had, us being neighbours and all. After Capito kicked him out, he spent a few nights under our roof. He and his wife and daughters.’ The boy’s voice trailed off, and I saw from his eyes that he was thinking of Roscia. ‘But he didn’t stay in Ameria for long. He headed straight for Rome. They say the old man had a powerful patroness, and Sextus was going to ask her for help.’

We rode on for a moment in silence. The wheels of the ox cart creaked and banged against the rutted road. The slaves trudged alongside. ‘You told me the old man was proscribed,’ I said.

‘Yes.’

‘And when that was announced, did no one protest?’

‘Oh, yes. There was a delegation sent to Sulla and everything. But if you really want to know about that, you’d have to talk to my father.’

‘What is your father’s name?’

‘Titus Megarus. I’m Lucius Megarus.’

‘And my name is Gordianus. Yes, I’d like very much to speak with your father. Tell me, how do you think he would take it if you were to bring a well-met stranger home to dinner?’

The boy was suddenly wary. ‘I think it might all depend.’

‘On what?’

‘From the way you talk, you’ve got some sort of interest in Capito and his land.’

‘I do.’

‘And whose side are you on?’

‘I am for Sextus and against Capito.’

‘Then I believe my father would be happy to see you.’

‘Good. How much farther is your house?’

‘Do you see that plume of smoke on the right, just over those trees? That’s it.’

‘Very close. And where is Capito’s place?’

‘A bit farther on, on the other side of the main road, to your left. We’ll be able to glimpse the roof for a moment when we come around this corner.’

‘Very well. Do this for me: when you get home, tell your father that a man from Rome would like to speak with him tonight. Tell him I’m a friend of Sextus Roscius. I would wait until morning, but I haven’t the time. If he could invite me to his table, I would be most grateful. If I could sleep under your roof I would be doubly so; a stall in the barn would suffice. Would he be insulted if I were to offer money?’

‘Probably.’

‘Then I won’t. This is where we part for a while.’ As we rounded the bend I caught a glimpse through the trees of lowering sunlight on a distant red tile roof.

‘Where are you going?’

‘I’m going to drop in briefly on your new neighbour. There’s probably no point in it, but I want at least to have a look at the place, and maybe at the man himself.’ I gave the boy a wave, then coaxed Vespa to a steady trot.

 

The house in which Sextus Roscius the younger had been born and raised and over which he had ruled in his father’s absence was a grand example of the ideal country villa, an imposing mansion of two storeys with a red clay roof, surrounded by a rust assemblage of sheds and barns. In the dwindling light I heard the ringing of cowbells and the bleating of sheep as the herds were led homeward. Workers were tramping in from the fields through the grape arbours; a long row of scythes seemed to float above a sea of leaves and tendrils. The sharp blades caught the last rays of the setting sun and gave off a cold sparkle the colour of blood.

The main house was in the midst of extensive renovations. A network of catwalks and netting obscured the facade, and symmetrical wings were being built onto each side. The new wings stood hollow and gaping in a state of half-completion. Peering through the skeleton of the left wing, I could see the beginnings of a formal garden behind the house, where a red-faced fighting cock of a man strode impatiently amid the earthworks and trellises, barking commands at a group of slaves. The slaves leaned upon their shovels and fingered their spades, wearing on their dirt-streaked faces the bored, humiliated expression of men who have been yelled at for a very long time.

The master continued to rant with no sign of stopping. He paced back and forth, waving his arms and strangling fistfuls of air. He was a man on the brink of old age, with white hair and a bent back. I could see his face only in glimpses as he turned back and forth. His skin was very weathered, pitted and scarred. Nose, cheeks, and chin all seemed to merge without distinction. Only his eyes were notable, glinting sharply in the fading light like the blades of the faraway scythes.

I dismounted and held Vespa’s rein while I rapped at the door. The tall, thin slave who answered stared meekly at my feet and told me in a cowed whisper that his master was busy outside the house.

‘I know,’ I said. ‘I saw him putting on a parade in the garden. But it’s not your master I want.’

‘No? I’m afraid my mistress is also indisposed.’ The slave looked up, but not quite high enough to meet my eyes.

‘Tell me, how long have you been Capito’s slave?’

He frowned, as if debating whether the question was dangerous. ‘Only for a short time.’

‘Only since the estate changed hands – is that what you mean? In other words, you came with the house.’

‘That’s correct. But please, perhaps I should tell my master—’

‘No, tell me this: there were two slaves who served your old master’s father in Rome, named Felix and Chrestus. Do you know the ones I mean?’

‘Yes.’ He nodded doubtfully and seemed to find great fascination in my feet.

‘They were with him in Rome when the old man was killed. Where are they now?’

‘They are . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘They were here for a while, in this house. They served my former master Sextus Roscius while he was still here as a guest of my new master Capito.’

‘And after Sextus Roscius left? Did he take the slaves with him?’

‘Oh, no. They remained here, for a while.’

‘And then?’

‘I believe – of course I don’t really know—’

‘What’s that? Speak up.’

‘Perhaps you should talk to my master Capito.’

‘I don’t think your master would care speak to me, at least not for long. What is your name?’

‘Carus.’ He gave a small start and pricked up his ears, as if he heard something within the house, but the sound came from outside. In the quiet twilight I could distinctly hear Capito’s ranting from the back of the house, joined now by a coarse female voice. It could only be the mistress of the house. They seemed to be shouting at each other in front of the slaves.

‘Tell me, Carus. Was Sextus Roscius a better master than Capito?’

He looked uncomfortable, like a man with a full bladder. He made an almost imperceptible nod.

‘Then perhaps you will help me when I tell you that I am Sextus Roscius’s friend. The best friend he has left in the world. I need to know this very badly: where are Felix and Chrestus?’

His expression became more pained, until I thought he would tell me that they were dead. Instead he glanced over his shoulder, then back at my feet. ‘In Rome,’ he said. ‘My master traded them to his partner in the city, that other one who came into all of Sextus Roscius’s wealth.’

‘You mean Magnus.’

‘No, the other one.’ He lowered his voice. ‘The golden one. Felix and Chrestus are in Rome, in the household of a man called Chrysogonus.’

Chrysogonus, a Greek word: golden-born. For an instant the name floated shapeless in my mind, then all at once it seemed to explode in my ears like a thunderclap. In my mind the word became a key, pressed into my hand by the unwitting slave, a shiny golden key to unlock the mystery of Sextus Roscius’s murder.

From the garden I could still hear Capito ranting and his wife screaming in response. ‘Say nothing to your master,’ I hissed at the slave. ‘Do you understand? Nothing.’ I turned to the post and mounted Vespa. Thinking we had finally come to our destination, she snorted in rebellion and shook her head; I coaxed her on. I rode with one eye over my shoulder, careful now that I should not be seen by Capito. No one must know I had been here; no one must know where I slept. Chrysogonus, I thought, shaking my head at the magnitude of it. I shuddered at the danger. Of course it had always been there, but now I had eyes to see it.

I came to the main road and headed back towards the branch that would lead me to the house of Titus Megarus. Above the trees, in the fading light, I saw the rising plume of smoke with its promise of comfort and rest. I mounted a small rise and abruptly saw two riders approaching from the Flaminian Way. Their mounts proceeded at a slow pace, as weary as Vespa. The men seemed almost to be dozing, as if tired from a long day of riding, then one after the other they looked up and I saw their faces.

They were both big, broad-shouldered men, dressed in light summer tunics that left their muscular arms bare. Both were clean-shaven. The man on the right had shaggy black hair, glowering eyes, and a cruel mouth, and held the rein in his left hand. His friend had coarse, straw-coloured hair and the look of a brute, ugly and slow; he was so big that his horse looked like an overburdened pony, and across one cheek were three slender, parallel red scabs, the unmistakable mark of a cat’s claw.

My heart pounded so fiercely that I thought they must surely hear it. They stared at me coldly as I passed. I managed a nod and a feeble greeting. They said nothing and turned their eyes to the road. I quickened Vespa’s pace and after a moment dared to look over my shoulder. Above the shallow rise I saw them turn onto the road that led to Capito’s house.
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‘The dark-haired one,’ said my host, ‘yes, that would be Magnus. Yes, he limps on the left, and has for years; no one knows exactly why. He tells different stories. Sometimes says it was done to him by a crazy whore in Rome, sometimes claims it was a jealous husband, or then again, a gladiator on a drunken rampage. Always claims he killed the one who did it to him, and he probably did.’

‘And the other, the big ugly blond?’

‘Mallius Glaucia, I have no doubt. Magnus’s exslave and now his right-hand man. Magnus spends a lot of time in Rome these days, while his cousin Capito is busy remaking the Roscius villa; Glaucia runs back and forth between them like a dog fetching bones.’

The world was dark and full of stars. Moonlight played over the low, rolling hills, turning them to silver. I sat with Titus Megarus on the rooftop of his house, situated so that we had a wide view to the south and west. On the horizon ran a line of high hills that marked the farther edge of the valley; somewhere beyond lay the course of the Tiber. Close by, a few scattered lights and moonlit roofs marked the sleeping town of Ameria, and to the left, obscured by the intervening trees, I could just make out the upper storey, no bigger than my thumbnail, of the house where Capito and Magnus and Mallius Glaucia were all gathered for the night. A single window was lit, sending out a pale ochre light.

Titus Megarus was not a worldly man, but he was an excellent host. He met me himself at his door and immediately saw that Vespa was given a place in his stables. He declined to converse about anything controversial at his dinner table, saying it caused indigestion. Instead, over the course of the meal, each of his five children took turns singing a song. The food was plentiful and fresh; the wine was excellent. Slowly I relaxed and shed my fear until I found myself half-reclining on a divan on the roof garden of his house. In the open peristyle below, the women and children of the house were gathered. One of Titus’s daughters sang while another played the lyre. The sound rose sweet and low on the warm evening air with a vague echo, as if it came from a well. At his father’s invitation the boy Lucius sat near us, listening but not speaking.

I was so weary and saddle sore I could hardly move, and so comfortable I didn’t want to. I lay on the divan with a cup of warm wine in one hand, struggling against sleep, gazing out over the utter peacefulness of the valley and wondering at the murderous secrets hidden there.

‘It was this Mallius Glaucia who came to my house last night,’ I said, ‘along with some other assassin. I’m sure of it – the claw marks leave no doubt. The same man who rode like a demon all night to get the news of Sextus Roscius’s murder to Capito here in Ameria. Surely he was sent on both errands by the same master.’

‘Glaucia does nothing without a command from Magnus; he’s like one of those shadow puppets at carnivals.’

Titus stared up at the stars. I closed my eyes and imagined Bethesda beside me on the divan, warmer than the evening breeze, softer than the pale, translucent clouds that scudded across the waxing moon. There was a burst of feminine laughter from the peristyle below, and I thought how naturally she would fit in with the simple manners of the countryside.

Titus sipped his wine. ‘So Sextus has gone and got himself charged with the old man’s murder. That’s news to me; I suppose I should go to trade gossip at the tavern in Narnia more often. And you’re here to sniff out the truth. Good luck. You’ll need it.’ He shook his head and leaned forwards, scrutinizing the lights from his new neighbour’s villa. ‘Capito and Magnus want him out of the way for good. They won’t rest until the man is dead.’

I glanced towards Capito’s villa, then upward at the stars. All I wanted was sleep. But who could say if my host would be in such a talkative mood in the morning?

‘Tell me, Titus Megarus . . .’ Between the wine and weariness my voice deserted me.

‘Tell you what, Gordianus of Rome?’ His speech was slurred. He seemed such a naturally sober man, so moderate in all other things, that I thought he must be the sort that indulged in wine only when there was company to entertain.

‘Tell me everything. All you know about the death of old Sextus Roscius, and his feud with Capito and Magnus, and all that came after.’

‘All a rotten scandal,’ he scowled. ‘Everyone knows there’s something smelly about the whole business, but no one does anything about it. I tried, but it got me nowhere.’

‘Begin at the beginning. This feud between the late Sextus Roscius and his cousins Magnus and Capito – how far back does it go?’

‘It was a feud they inherited at birth. All three had the same grandfather; Sextus’s father was the oldest of three sons, Capito and Magnus were sons of the younger sons. When the grandfather died, virtually all the estate went to the oldest son, naturally – to the father of old Sextus Roscius. Well, you know how that goes, sometimes there’s a gracious settlement with the rest of the family, sometimes there’s an ugly break. Who knows all the petty details? All I know is that it carried into the cousins of the second generation, with Capito and Magnus always against old Sextus, always conniving for some way to get a bigger share of the family fortune. Somehow or other they’ve succeeded. A few gullible souls in Ameria think they were simply blessed by Fortune. Anyone with a brain in his head can see they must have got blood on their hands, though they’ve been clever enough to wash it off.’

‘Very well; the father of the elder Sextus Roscius inherits the family estates, leaving the rest with a pittance. The elder Sextus is his prime heir – I assume he was the oldest son in the family?’

‘The only male child; the Roscii are not prolific breeders.’

‘Very well, the elder Sextus inherits, much to the ongoing chagrin of his impoverished cousins Capita and Magnus. How impoverished were they?’

‘Capito’s father always held on to one of the farms down by the Nar, enough for a modest living. It was Magnus who had the worst of it. His father lost the one farm he inherited and finally killed himself. That’s why Magnus left for the city, to make his way there.’

‘Bitter men. And if Magnus went to Rome to learn about life, murder is a lesson easily picked up. Now correct me if my memory fails: old Sextus marries twice. The first union produces Sextus filius. The wife dies, and Sextus pater remarries. A second son is born, Gaius, and the beloved young wife dies in childbirth. Young Sextus gets the run of the farms, while his father and Gaius go off to Rome. But then, three years ago, on the eve of Sulla’s triumph, young Sextus summons his father and brother home to Ameria, and while they’re here Gaius dies from something he ate. Tell me, Titus, what did the gossips in Ameria say about that?’

He shrugged and sipped more wine. ‘Gaius wasn’t known much hereabouts, though you’d find everyone agreed he was certainly a handsome young man. Personally, I found him too airy and cultivated; I suppose that was the way his father raised him, with tutors and fancy dinner parties. Not the boy’s fault.’

‘But his death – it was accepted as accidental?’

‘There was never any question.’

‘Suppose it wasn’t an accident. Might Capito and Magnus have had something to do with it?’

‘It seems far-fetched. What would they have gained, except to spite his father? If they wanted to kill someone, why not the old man, or the whole family? Certainly, Capito is a violent man. He’s stabbed and beaten more than one slave to death, and they say once down in Rome he threw a total stranger into the Tiber, just because the man wouldn’t step aside on the bridge, and then dived in after him, trying to make certain he drowned. I suppose he and Magnus might have murdered Gaius from pure cruelty, but I don’t think it’s likely.’

‘Nor do I. It’s merely an incidental detail.’ Perhaps it was the wine warming my blood, or the fresh breeze off the hillside; suddenly I felt fully awake and alert. I stared at the light from Capito’s house. It wavered on the rising ripples of warm air and seemed to stare back at me like a baleful eye. ‘Let’s go to last September, then. Sextus Roscius is murdered in Rome. Witnesses see the chief perpetrator, a strong man in black robes with a lame left leg.’

‘Magnus, without a doubt!’

‘He appears to know his victim. He is also left-handed, and quite strong.’

‘Magnus, again.’

‘The assassin is accompanied by two other thugs. One is a blond giant.’

‘Mallius Glaucia.’

‘Yes. The other – who knows? The shopkeeper says he had a beard. The widow Polia could identify them all, but she’ll never be persuaded to testify. At any rate, it’s Glaucia who arrives very early the next morning to give the news to Capito, carrying with him a bloody knife.’

‘What? That’s a detail I haven’t heard before.’

‘It comes from the taverner in Narnia.’

‘Ah, the one with the blind father. They’re both completely daft. Weak blood.’

‘Perhaps. Perhaps not. The taverner tells me that Glaucia took the news straight to Capito. Who was the first to tell Sextus Roscius of his father’s death?’ I looked at him and raised an eyebrow.

Titus nodded. ‘Yes, that was me. I heard it early that morning at the common well in Ameria. When I saw Sextus that afternoon, I felt sure he knew already. But when I offered him my grief, the look on his face – well, it was a strange look. I couldn’t call it grief; you must know there was little love between them. Dread, that’s what I saw in his eyes.’

‘And surprise? Shock?’

‘Not exactly. Confusion and fear.’

‘So. The next day a more official messenger arrives, sent by the old man’s household in Rome.’

Titus nodded. ‘And the day after that the remains of the dead man arrived. The Roscii are buried on a little hill beyond the villa; you can see the stelae from here on a clear day. Sextus buried his father on the eighth day and then began the seven days of mourning. Sextus never finished them.’

‘Why?’

‘Because within that time the soldiers arrived. They must have come from Volaterrae, up north, where Sulla was campaigning against the last Marian remnants in Etruria. Anyway, the soldiers arrived and made a public announcement in the town square that Sextus Roscius the elder had been declared an enemy of the state and that his death in Rome had been a legal execution at the behest of our esteemed Sulla. His entire estate was forfeit. Everything was to be auctioned – lands, houses, jewellery, slaves. The date and the place were announced, somewhere in Rome.’

‘And how did young Sextus react?’

‘No one knows. He went into seclusion at his villa, refusing to leave the house and seeing no visitors. All this might be quite proper for a man in mourning, but Sextus stood to lose everything. People began saying that perhaps it was true that his father had been proscribed. Who knows what the old man had been doing down in Rome? Perhaps he was a Marian spy, perhaps he had been found out in some plot to assassinate Sulla.’

‘But the proscriptions legally ended on the first of June. Roscius was killed in September.’

Titus shrugged. ‘You talk like an advocate. If Sulla wanted the man dead, why shouldn’t it be legal, so long as the dictator declared it so?’

‘Was there much interest in the auction?’

‘Everyone knows they’re fixed. Why bother? Some friend of Sulla’s would end up paying a pittance for it all, and anyone else who cared to bid would be escorted from the hall. Believe me, we were all surprised when Magnus and a band of thugs from Rome showed up at Sextus’s door with some sort of official writ, telling him to surrender all his property and vacate at once.’

‘So he was pushed aside as easily as that?’

‘There was no one to see what actually happened, except the slaves, of course. People love to embellish. Some say that Magnus came upon him burning myrrh at his father’s grave, slapped the censer from his hands, and bullied him from the shrine at spear point. Others say he ripped the clothes from Sextus’s back and chased him into the road naked, setting hounds after him. I never heard either tale from Sextus; he refused to speak of it, and I wouldn’t press his shame.

‘In any case, Sextus and his family spent one night in the home of a merchant friend in Ameria, and the next morning Capito moved into the villa. You can imagine the eyebrows that were lifted at that. Not everyone was displeased; Sextus has his enemies and Capito his friends in this valley. Sextus goes directly to Capito; again, no one was there to witness it. In the end, Capito allows Sextus back onto the property, making him stay in a little house at one corner of the estate where they usually put up seasonal labourers at harvest time.’

‘And that was the end of it?’

‘Not quite. I called a meeting of the Amerian town council and told them we had to do something. It took considerable persuasion, believe me, to get some of those old bones to make a decision. And all the while Capito was glaring at me from across the table – oh, yes, Capito sits on our esteemed town council. Finally it was decided that we should protest against the proscription of Sextus Roscius, to attempt to clear his name and see that his property was restored to his son. Capito went along with everything. Sulla was still encamped at Volaterrae; a delegation of ten men was sent to plead our case – myself, Capito, and eight others.’

‘And what did Sulla say?’

‘We never saw him. First we were made to wait. Five days they kept us waiting, as if we were barbarians asking for favours, and not Roman citizens petitioning the state. Everyone was impatient and grumbling; they would have dropped it all and come home right then if I hadn’t shamed them into seeing it through. At last we were allowed to see not Sulla, but Sulla’s deputy, an Egyptian called Chrysogonus. You’ve heard of him?’ Titus asked, seeing the look that crossed my face.

‘Oh, yes. A young man, they say, of natural charm and great handsomeness, and the intelligence and ambition to turn them to his utmost advantage. He started as a slave in Sulla’s household, toiling in the gardens. But Sulla has an eye for beauty and doesn’t like to see it wasted on drudgery. Chrysogonus became the old man’s favourite. This was some years ago, when Sulla’s first wife was still alive. Sulla eventually sated himself with the slave’s body and rewarded him with freedom, riches, and a high place in his retinue.’

Titus snorted. ‘I wondered what the story was. All we were told was that this Chrysogonus was a powerful man who had access to Sulla’s ear. I told them we wanted to see the dictator himself, but all the secretaries and adjutants shook their heads as if I were a child and said we’d be much better off to win the sympathy of this Chrysogonus first, who would then put the case before Sulla on our behalf.’

‘And did he?’

Titus looked at me ruefully. ‘It went like this: we finally won our audience and were ushered standing into the presence of his Goldenness, who sat staring at the ceiling as if someone had struck him in the forehead with a hammer. Finally he condescended to blink his blue eyes and favour us with a fleeting glance. And then he smiled. I swear, you’ve never seen such a smile; as if Apollo himself had come down to earth. There was something aloof in it, but not cold. It was more like he was sorry for us, and sad, the way you might imagine a god would be sad to look at mere mortals.

‘He nodded. He inclined his head. He fixed his blue eyes on you and you had the feeling that a superior being was doing you a very great favour simply to acknowledge your existence. He listened to our petition and after that every man said his piece, except Capito, who kept in the back as stiff and silent as a stone. And then Chrysogonus stood up from his chair and threw back his shoulders, and he pushed a lock of golden hair from his forehead and put a finger to his lips, as if he were thinking hard; and it was almost embarrassing to be a mere grubby mortal presuming to share the same room with such a perfect specimen of manhood.

‘He told us we were fine Romans to have gone to such pains in pursuit of justice. He said that such occurrences as the one we described were very, very rare, but that indeed, lamentably, regrettably, there had been a handful of instances of men falsely proscribed. At the very earliest opportunity he would present our petition to the great Sulla himself. In the meantime, we should be patient; surely we could see that the dictator of the Republic had a thousand concerns pressing on him from all sides, not least of which was a final effort to eradicate the vestiges of the Marian conspiracy where it was festering in the Etruscan hills. Ten heads bobbed up and down like corks on a wave, and mine was one of them. And I remember thinking, though I’m ashamed to say it now, that I was glad we hadn’t been allowed to see Sulla, for if being in the presence of his deputy was this intimidating, what bigger fools would we have made of ourselves dealing with the great man himself?

‘But then I cleared my throat, and somehow I found the nerve to say that if we couldn’t see Sulla, at least we insisted on having some sort of clear answer before we returned to Ameria. Chrysogonus turned his blue eyes on me and raised his eyebrows ever so slightly, the way you might look at a slave who has the impertinence to interrupt a conversation with some trifle he thinks is important. And finally he nodded, and said, “Of course, of course,” and then he told us that when he returned to Rome he himself would take a stylus and mark the name of Sextus Roscius from the proscription lists with his own hand, and see to it that the dead man’s property was reconstituted and the deed restored to his son. We would have to be patient, of course, for the wheels of justice turn slowly in Rome, but never against the will of the people.

‘Then he looked straight at Capito, understanding that he had come into at least some of the confiscated property, and asked him if he would agree to such justice, even at his own expense. And Capito nodded and smiled as innocently as a child, and declared he had only the spirit of Roman law at heart, and if it could be proved that his late cousin had in fact not been an enemy of the state and of the beloved Sulla, he would gladly restore his share of the estate to the rightful heir, not even charging for the improvements he had made. And that night we celebrated with wine and a roast lamb at our tavern at Volaterrae and slept well, and in the morning we returned to Ameria and went our separate ways.’

‘What happened then?’

‘Nothing. Sulla and his army finished their business at Volaterrae and returned to Rome.’

‘There was no word from Chrysogonus?’

‘None.’ Titus shrugged guiltily. ‘You know how it is, how you let such things languish – I’m a farmer, not a politician. I finally drafted a letter in December, and another in February. No answer. Perhaps something would have been done if Sextus Roscius himself had kept after it, but he was more secluded than ever. He and his family stayed in their little house on the estate and no one heard a word from them, as if they were prisoners, or as if Capito had made them his slaves. Well, if a man won’t stand up for himself, he can’t expect his neighbours to drag him to his feet.’

‘How long did this go on?’

‘Until April. That was when something must have happened between Capito and Sextus. In the middle of the night Sextus showed up at my doorstep with his wife and his two daughters. They were riding in a common ox cart, carrying their goods in their arms with not even a slave to drive. He asked me to take him in for the night, and of course I did. They stayed for four or five nights, I can’t remember—’

‘Three,’ said a quiet voice. It was the boy Lucius, whose presence I had almost forgotten. He sat against the corner of the low wall with his knees pulled to his chest. He was faintly smiling, the same way he had smiled at the mention of Roscius’s daughter when I met him earlier that day.

‘Well, then, three,’ said Titus. ‘I suppose it seemed longer. Sextus Roscius brought his gloom with him. My wife kept complaining he would bring ill luck. And of course, that young Roscia . . .’ he began, lowering his voice. ‘His elder daughter. Not exactly the best moral influence to bring into a home with young men.’ He glanced at Lucius, who looked up at the moon with a convincing imitation of deafness.

‘Then he left for Rome, telling me his father had had a patroness there who might have some influence with Sulla. No mention of a trial for murder. I assumed he’d got desperate enough to go and petition this Chrysogonus for himself.’

‘I don’t suppose it would surprise you to learn that Chrysogonus himself benefited from the carving up of Sextus Roscius’s estates.’

‘Well, isn’t that a dirty piece of business. And how do you know that?’

‘A slave named Carus told me this afternoon. He answers the door at Capito’s villa.’

‘Then the three of them were in it from the beginning – Capito, Magnus, and Chrysogonus.’

‘So it appears. Who but Chrysogonus could have illegally entered Sextus pater into the already closed proscription lists? Who wanted the old man dead, except Capito and Magnus?’

‘Well, there you have it. It was those three who plotted the murder of old Sextus Roscius, conspiring all along to have him added to the proscription lists and then buy up the land after the state confiscated it. And any outsider who might try to clear the matter up comes face to face with Chrysogonus, which is like having your nose to a brick wall. What a business, even dirtier than I thought. But now this, to blame Sextus Roscius for his father’s murder – surely they’ve gone too far even for a close friend of Sulla. It’s absurd, unspeakably cruel!’

I looked up at the moon. It was already fat and white; in six days it would be full for the Ides, and Sextus Roscius would meet his fate. I lazily turned my head and peered through heavy lids at the yellow window shining from Capito’s villa. Why were they still awake? Surely Magnus and Glaucia were as tired from their day of riding as I was. What were they plotting now?

‘Even so,’ I said, losing the words in a yawn, ‘even so, there’s still some part that’s missing from the puzzle. Something that keeps it all from making sense. Even dirtier than you thought. . . .’

I looked at the yellow window. I shut my eyes for just an instant, and didn’t open them again for many hours.
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I woke with a blink to find myself alone in a dark room choked with heat. My mouth was dry, but I felt amazingly refreshed. I had slept without dreams. I lay on my back, and for a long moment was content simply to be still and sense the flow of life in my arms, legs, fingers, toes. Then I stirred, and realized there was a stiff penalty to pay for having ridden so hard the day before. I managed to sit up and swing my aching legs onto the floor. I was amazed again at how refreshed I felt, considering that I was waking while the world was still dark, until I glimpsed an odd flickering at the edge of the drapery that hung over the window, like a glint of white steel lit from nowhere amid the blackness. I pushed myself up from the divan and staggered stiffly to the window. I pushed the curtain aside and was consumed by hot, blinding light.

At the same instant the door to the tiny room creaked open and Lucius stuck his head inside. ‘Finally,’ he said, using the exasperated tone with which children mimic their parents. ‘I tried to wake you twice before, but I couldn’t even make you groan. Everyone else has been up for hours.’

‘How late is it?’

‘Exactly noon. That’s why I came to see if you were up yet, because I just got back from town and noticed the sundial in the garden, and I wondered if you could still be asleep.’

I looked about the room. ‘But how did I get here? And who undressed me?’ I stooped, groaning, to pick up my tunic, which had slid from the arm of a chair onto the floor.

‘Father and I carried you down here from the roof last night. You don’t remember? You were like a sack of bricks, and we couldn’t make you stop snoring.’

‘I never snore.’ Bethesda had told me so. Or did she lie to soothe my vanity?

Lucius laughed. ‘They could hear you all over the house! My sister Tertia made a game of it. She said—’

‘Never mind.’ I started to slip the tunic over my head. The thing became twisted and tangled as if it had a life of its own. My arms were as stiff as my legs.

‘Anyway, Father said we should undress you, because your clothes were so sweaty and soiled from the trip. He made old Naia wash them for you before she went to bed last night. It’s so hot today, they’re already dry.’

I finally managed to cover myself, none too graciously. I looked out of the window again. Not a breeze stirred the treetops. Slaves were busy in the fields, but the court below was empty except for a little girl playing with a kitten. The light on the paving stones was blinding. ‘This is impossible. I’ll never make it back to Rome today.’

‘And a good thing.’ This came from Titus Megarus, looming now behind his son with a stern look on his face. ‘I looked in this morning on that mare you rode from the city yesterday. Are you in the habit of driving a horse till it drops?’

‘I’m not much in the habit of using horses at all.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me. No true horseman would have exhausted a fine animal in that fashion. You weren’t seriously thinking of riding her back today?’

‘Yes, I was.’

‘I can’t allow it.’

‘Then how am I to leave?’

‘You’ll take one of my horses.’

‘Vespa’s owner will not be pleased.’

‘I’ve thought about that. Last night you told me that the trial of Sextus Roscius is scheduled for the Ides.’

‘Yes.’

‘Then I’ll come into the city the day before and bring Vespa with me. I’ll return her to the stables on the Subura Way myself, and if it might help I’ll find my way to the house of this advocate Cicero and tell him what I know. If he wants to call me as a witness at the trial – well, I suppose I’d be willing to show my face, even if Sulla himself is there. And here, before I forget, take this.’ He pulled a rolled parchment from his tunic.

‘What is it?’

‘The petition the Amerian town council presented to Sulla – to Chrysogonus, actually – protesting against the proscription of Sextus Roscius. This is the copy the council kept for itself. The original should be kept somewhere in the Forum, but these kinds of documents have a way of disappearing when they might embarrass someone, don’t they? But this is a valid copy; it bears all our names, even Capito’s. It’s doing no good sitting in my house. Maybe Cicero can use it.

‘Meanwhile I’ll lend you one of my horses. He won’t be able to match your white beauty for strength, but you’ll only be riding him half as hard. I have a cousin with a farm midway between here and Rome. You can stay with him tonight and ride into the city tomorrow. He owes me some favours, so don’t be afraid to eat your fill from his table. Or if you can’t wait to reach Rome, you can try to talk him into trading one of his horses for mine and then keep riding like a crazy man until you get to the city.’

I raised an eyebrow, then acquiesced with a nod. The stern look softened. Titus was very much a Roman father, used to giving lectures and imposing his will on everyone in his house. His duty to Vespa done, he smiled and mussed his son’s hair. ‘And now you’ll go wash your face and hands by the well and then join us for the meal. While city folk may have just risen, some of us have been up since cock’s crow working up an appetite.’

 

The whole family gathered in the shade of a massive fig tree to take their midday meal. Titus Megarus had another son besides Lucius, an infant boy, as well as three daughters, all with the same family name plus another to mark their order, in the traditional Roman style: Megara Majora, Megara Minora, Megara Tertia. Though I couldn’t quite discern who was a resident and who might only be visiting, joining the meal that day were also two brothers-in-law, one of them married with young children, two grandmothers, and one grandfather. The children ran about, the women sat on the grass, the men sat on chairs, and two slave women moved among us making sure that no one went hungry.

Titus’s wife leaned against the tree trunk, nursing the infant; her eldest daughter sat nearby and cooed a lullaby that seemed to follow the meandering tune of the stream that rippled nearby. One was never far from music in the home of Titus Megarus.

Titus introduced me to his father and brother-in-law, who already seemed to know something about my visit. Together they derided Capito and Magnus and their henchman Glaucia, then drew away from the topic with nods and pursed lips as if to let me know I could rely upon their discretion. Soon the conversation turned to crops and the weather, and Titus pulled his chair closer to mine.

‘If you were planning on another look at Capito and company before you leave, you may be disappointed.’

‘How’s that?’

‘I sent Lucius on an errand into town this morning, and on his way back he passed the three of them on the road. Magnus muttered something faintly insulting, so Lucius politely asked them where they were headed. Capito told him they were on their way to one of his new estates on the Tiber to do some hunting. Which means, of course, that they can’t possibly be back before sundown, if they come back today at all.’

‘Which leaves the house to Capito’s wife.’

‘Ah, there’s the gossip. While Lucius was in town he heard they’d had a terrible row yesterday and the old woman stormed out of the house after nightfall to go to stay with her daughter in Narnia. Meaning there’s no one in charge of the estate now except a grizzled old steward Capito inherited from Sextus Roscius. They say the man drinks wine all day and hates his new master. I only tell you this in case you had any unfinished business at Capito’s house. The master and his wife and friends all being gone, I suppose that might be an inconvenience to you. Or perhaps not.’

He turned back to the general conversation wearing the subtle smile of a conspirator quite pleased with himself.

 

In fact, I left Titus Megarus with no intention of stopping again at Capito’s house. I had already learned what I needed in coming to Ameria; I even carried in my pouch a copy of the petition Titus and his fellow citizens had submitted to Chrysogonus to protest against the proscription of Sextus Roscius. I hardly bothered to look back on the serenity of the Amerian valley as I left it. My thoughts as I guided my undistinguished mount up the hillside were all of Rome, of Bethesda and Cicero and Tiro; of the people on the street of the House of Swans. I frowned, remembering the widow Polia, then smiled, remembering the whore Electa; and I abruptly swung my mount around and headed back towards Capito’s house.

The slave Carus was not pleased to see me. He recognized me with a plaintive look, as if I were a demon come especially to torment him.

‘Why so glum?’ I said, stepping past him into the vestibule. The walls had been freshly coloured with a pink wash. The tiled floor, checkered black and white, was obscured by drifts of sawdust, and the whole room rang with the unnatural echoes of a house under renovation. ‘I should think this would be a holiday for you, with your master and mistress away.’

He screwed up his face as if he were about to tell a lie and then thought better of it. ‘What do you want?’

‘What used to go here?’ I asked, stepping closer to a niche containing a very bad copy of a Greek bust of Alexander. It was absurdly pretentious, certainly not the sort of thing the countrified young Sextus Roscius would have kept in his house; more like something you’d find in the home of a highwayman who loots the villas of the tasteless rich.

‘A spray of flowers,’ Carus said, staring bleakly at the copy with its vapid expression and wild tendrils of hair, almost more a Medusa than an Alexander. ‘In the days before the change, my mistress kept a silver vase in that niche, with fresh flowers from the garden. Or sometimes in spring the girls would bring wildflowers down from the hillsides. . . .’

‘Is the steward drunk yet?’

He looked at me suspiciously. ‘Analaeus is hardly ever sober.’

‘Then perhaps I should ask: is he indisposed?’

‘If you mean unconscious, probably so. There’s a little house at the far corner of the estate where he likes to slip away when he’s able.’

‘The house where Sextus and the family stayed after Capito evicted him?’

Carus looked at me darkly. ‘Exactly. I saw Analaeus headed that way this morning after the master left, taking the new slave girl from the kitchens with him. That and a bottle of wine should keep him busy all day.’

‘Good, then we won’t be disturbed.’ I strolled into the next room. This was where they did their living. The place was scattered with the debris of a party from the night before, the kind of party three rough-natured men might hold in the absence of their wives. A timid young slave girl was busy trying to straighten the mess, moving from disaster to disaster with a look of total helplessness on her face. She wouldn’t meet my eyes. Carus clapped his hands at her and shooed her from the room.

Mounted prominently on one wall was a large family portrait done in encaustic on wood. I recognized Capito from my glimpse of him the day before: a white-haired, waspish-looking man. His wife was a stern matron with a large nose. They were flanked by various grown children and their spouses. The entire family seemed to be glaring at the artist as if already suspicious of being overcharged.

‘How I detest them,’ Carus whispered. I looked at him in surprise. He kept his eyes fixed on the painting. ‘The whole lot of them, rotten to the core. Look at them all, so smug and self-satisfied. This portrait was the first thing they did after they moved into the house, brought an artist all the way from Rome to do it. So eager to capture for all posterity that gloating look of triumph on their faces.’ He seemed unable to go on speaking; his lips trembled as if he were nauseated with loathing. ‘How can I tell you what I’ve seen in this house since they came? The meanness, the vulgarity, the deliberate cruelty? Sextus Roscius may not have been the best of masters, and the mistress may have had her moments of anger, but they never spat in my face. And if Sextus Roscius was a terrible father to his daughters, what business was that of mine? Ah, the girls were always so sweet. How I pitied them.’

‘A terrible father?’ I said. ‘What do you mean?’

Carus ignored me. He closed his eyes and turned away from the portrait. ‘What is it you want? Who sent you to Ameria? Sextus Roscius? Or that rich woman he spoke of in Rome? What have you come for, to kill them in their sleep?’

‘I’m not a killer,’ I told him.

‘Then why are you here?’ Suddenly he was fearful again.

‘I came because there was a question I forgot to ask you yesterday.’

‘Yes?’

‘Sextus Roscius – pater, not filius – saw a prostitute in Rome. I mean to say there were many prostitutes, but this one was special to him. A young girl with honeyed hair, very sweet. Her name—’

‘Elena,’ he said.

‘Yes.’

‘They brought her here not very long after the old man was murdered.’

‘Who brought her?’

‘It’s hard to remember exactly who or when. Everything was confusion, all this nonsense about lists and the law. I suppose it was Magnus and Mallius Glaucia who brought her here.’

‘And what did they do with her?’

He snorted. ‘What didn’t they do?’

‘You mean they raped her?’

‘While Capito watched. And laughed. He made the kitchen girls bring him food and wine while it was going on, scaring them out of their wits. I told them to stay in the kitchen, that I’d do the serving – and Capito struck me with a whip and swore he’d have my balls chopped off. Sextus Roscius was furious when I told him. This was when he was still allowed in the house, even though the soldiers had thrown him out. He argued with Capito constantly, and when he wasn’t arguing he sulked, stuck in the little house across the way. I know they argued a lot about Elena.’

‘And when they brought her here, was she already showing her pregnancy?’

He gave me an angry, frightened look, and I could see that he was wondering how I could know so much and not be one of them. ‘Of course,’ he snapped, ‘at least when she was naked. Don’t you understand, that was the point. Magnus and Glaucia claimed they could make her abort the child, especially if they both took her at once.’

‘And did they?’

‘No. After that they left her alone. Perhaps Sextus managed to soften Capito, I don’t know. Her belly grew larger and larger. She was put with the kitchen slaves and did her share of work. But right after she had the baby she disappeared.’

‘When was this?’

‘Three months ago? I can’t remember exactly.’

‘So they took her back to Rome?’

‘Maybe. Or maybe they killed her. It was either her they killed, or the baby, or both of them.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Here, I’ll show you.’

Without a word he led me out of the house and into the fields behind. He threaded a path through the grape arbours, wending past slaves who skulked and slept in the leafy shade. A winding pathway led up a hillside to the family gravesite whose stelae I had glimpsed the day before.

‘Here,’ he said. ‘You can tell from the earth which are the newer ones. The old man was buried here, beside Gaius.’ He pointed to two gravesites. The older one was decorated with a finely carved stele picturing a handsome young Roman in the guise of a shepherd surrounded by satyrs and nymphs; there was a great deal of engraving below, in which I glimpsed the words GAIUS, BELOVED SON, GIFT FROM THE GODS. The newer mound was marked only with a simple uninscribed slab that had the look of being merely temporary.

‘You can tell how much his father doted on Gaius,’ said Carus. ‘A beautiful piece of work, isn’t it? Done specially by an artisan in the city who knew the boy; it looks just like him. He was very handsome, as you can see; the stone even captures that look in his eyes. Of course the old man so far has nothing better than a beggar’s stele, not even marked with his name. Sextus intended to have it there only until he could commission a special one done up from portraits of his father. You can wager Capito won’t be wasting any of his new fortune on a stone.’

He touched his fingers to his lips and then to the top of each slab, in the old Etruscan manner of showing respect for the dead, then led me to a weedy patch nearby. ‘And this was the grave that appeared after Elena vanished.’

There was nothing but a small mound of earth and a broken stone at the head to mark the spot.

‘We heard her giving birth the night before. Screaming loud enough to wake the whole house. Maybe Magnus and Glaucia had done something terrible to her insides, after all. The next day Sextus showed up at the house, though Capito had long since stopped allowing him inside. But Sextus forced his way in and cornered Capito in his study. They slammed the door, and I heard them arguing for a long time, first yelling and then very quiet. Later Elena was gone, but I didn’t know where. And then some of the other slaves told me about the new gravesite. It’s a small grave, isn’t it? But rather large for just a baby. Elena was small herself, hardly more than a girl. What do you think, could it hold both a girl and her baby?’

‘I don’t know,’ I said.

‘Neither do I. And no one ever told me. But this is what I think: the baby was born dead, or else they killed it.’

‘And Elena?’

‘They took her to Chrysogonus, in Rome. That was the rumour among the slaves, anyway. Perhaps it’s only what we wish might be the truth.’

‘Or perhaps it’s Elena who’s buried here, and the child lives on.’

Carus only shrugged and turned back towards the house.

Thus I departed from Ameria even later than I had hoped. I took the advice of Titus Megarus and spent the night with his cousin. All that day on the road and that night under a strange roof I pondered what Carus had told me, and for some reason the words that lingered in my thoughts were not about Elena or her child, or about Capito and his family, but something he had said about his former master: ‘And if Sextus Roscius was a terrible father to his daughters, what business was that of mine?’ There was something disturbing in those words, and I puzzled over them until at last sleep captured me again.
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I reached Rome shortly after midday. The weather was sweltering, but the climate in Cicero’s study was quite chilly.

‘And where have you been?’ he snapped, pacing with crossed arms about the room, staring at me and then into the atrium, where a household slave sat pulling weeds. Tiro stood at a table before a bunch of scrolls unrolled and held down by weights. Rufus was there as well, sitting in the corner and tapping at his lower lip. The two of them gave me sympathetic glances that told me I was not the first to receive Cicero’s wrath that day. The trial was only four days away. The first-time advocate was not bearing up well.

‘But surely you knew I was in Ameria,’ I said. ‘I told Tiro before I left.’

‘Yes, good for you, running off to Ameria to let us handle the case here alone. You told Tiro you’d be back yesterday.’ He gave a small burp and made a face, clutching his belly.

‘I told Tiro I’d be gone for one day at the least, possibly more. I don’t suppose it would interest you to know that since I last saw you my home was invaded by armed thugs – and may have been attacked again – I can’t say because I haven’t yet returned there, having come straight here instead. They threatened my slave, who luckily escaped, and they butchered my cat, which may seem a small thing to you but which would be an omen of catastrophic proportions in a civilized country like Egypt.’

Tiro looked appalled. Cicero looked dyspeptic. ‘An attack on your house – on the night you left Rome? But that can’t possibly be connected to your work for me. How could anyone have known—’

‘I can’t answer that, but the message left in blood on my wall was explicit enough. “Be silent or die. Let Roman justice work its will.” Probably good advice. Before I left Rome I had to cremate my cat, find lodgings for my slave, and arrange for a guard to watch my doorstep. As for the journey, I invite you to ride to Ameria and back in two days and see if it leaves you in a better humour. My backside is so sore I can hardly stand, let alone sit. My arms are sunburned, and my insides feel as if I’d been picked up by a Titan and thrown like a pair of dice.’

Cicero’s jaw stiffened and quivered, his lips pursed. He was about to snap at me again.

I held up my hand to silence him. ‘But no, Cicero, don’t thank me yet for all my pains on your behalf. First, let’s sit calmly for a few moments while you have a servant fetch us something quenching to drink and bring a meal fit for a hungry man with an iron stomach who hasn’t eaten since daybreak. Let me tell you what I discovered on my rounds with Tiro the other day, and what I found out in Ameria. Then you can thank me.’

 

Which, after I had finished my tale, Cicero did quite profusely. His indigestion seemed to vanish, and he even broke his regimen to share a cup of wine with us. I plunged into the murky matter of my finances and found him completely amenable. He agreed not only to pay for any additional expenses incurred by leaving Vespa for a few extra days in Ameria, but even volunteered to pay for an armed professional to guard my house until after the trial. ‘Hire a gladiator from whomever you wish,’ he said. ‘Charge the debt to me.’ When I produced the petition of the citizens of Ameria asking Sulla to reverse the proscription of old Roscius, I thought he might name me his heir.

As I told the tale I paid careful attention to Rufus’s face. Sulla was his brother-in-law, after all. Rufus professed only disdain for the dictator, and in any event Titus Megarus’s tale implicated not Sulla but Chrysogonus, his exslave and deputy. Nevertheless, I feared he would be offended. For an instant I considered that it might have been Rufus who betrayed me to the enemies of Sextus Roscius and set Mallius Glaucia invading my house, but I could see no guile in his brown eyes, and it was hard to imagine that those quizzical eyebrows and freckled nose belonged to a spy. (Red hair on a woman is a warning, the Alexandrians say, but put your trust in a redheaded man.) Indeed, when the tale turned to Sulla and cast him in a poor light, Rufus seemed quietly pleased.

When I was done with my tale and Cicero began plotting his strategy, Rufus was eager to be of help. Cicero wanted to send him down to the Forum, but I suggested that Rufus come with me instead and tend to legal errands later. Now that I had uncovered the truth I wanted to confront Sextus Roscius with it, to see if I couldn’t break through his shell, and for propriety’s sake I preferred to drop in on Caecilia Metella not as a lone inquisitor but as a humble visitor in the company of her dear young friend.

Tiro was busy completing his summary of my account. As soon as I mentioned visiting Caecilia, I saw him look up furtively. He bit his lip and furrowed his brow, trying to think of some legitimate excuse to come with us. He was thinking of the young Roscia, of course. As Rufus and I made ready to go, he became more and more agitated, but said nothing.

‘And, Cicero,’ I finally said, ‘if you could possibly spare Tiro – that is, if you don’t need him for something relating to the case – I’d appreciate your sending him along with us.’ I watched Tiro’s face light up.

‘But I thought he and I might go over your account. I may want to make some notes and observations of my own.’

‘Yes, well, I only thought – that is, there were some details of my conversations when he went with me the other day, the interrogation at the House of Swans in particular, that I need to discuss with him – holes in my memory that need patching, that sort of thing. Of course it could wait for another day, but there aren’t that many days left. Besides, I suspect I may need him to take down some new material from Roscius himself.’

‘Very well,’ Cicero said. ‘I’m sure I can manage for the rest of the afternoon without him.’ In his elation at the prospect of a stunning victory in the Rostra he went so far as to pour himself another cup of wine and to reach for a crust of bread.

Tiro looked so happy I thought he might weep.

 

I had lied to Cicero; I had nothing to ask Tiro. It was Rufus I talked to as we walked through the Forum and up the Palatine to Caecilia’s house. Tiro trailed behind us, distracted and glassy-eyed.

I had taken little notice of Rufus when I first met him. Each of his qualities had been eclipsed by those around him. As a noble, Caecilia Metella exuded greater prestige, being more comfortable with her power and more conscious of it; Cicero outshone him as a scholar; and for the exuberance of youth, he could not compete with Tiro. Finally speaking to him alone, I was impressed by his reserve and his manner, and equally by his quick wits. Apparently Cicero had kept him busy in the Forum every day since he had taken the case, trusting Rufus to file the necessary papers and arrange court business in his name. As we walked through the Forum, he gave a nod or exchanged a few words with those he knew – deferentially to the older nobles, less so to those nearer his age or of a lower class. Despite the fact that he did not yet wear the toga of manhood, he was obviously known to important people and had earned their respect.

A man is known in the Forum for the size and impressiveness of his retinue. Crassus is legendary for strutting through with bodyguards, slaves, secretaries, sycophants, fortune-tellers, and gladiators in tow. We are a republic, after all, and the sheer mass of bodies surrounding a politician draws attention. The quantity rather than the quality of his supporters often lends a man prestige in the open Forum; some office seekers are said to purchase their retinues wholesale, and there are Romans who make a living off the crumbs they receive for showing up to follow a powerful man about the city. Midway through the Forum I realized that Tiro and I, however inadequate, were being looked upon as Rufus’s retinue. The idea made me laugh.

Rufus seemed to read my thoughts. ‘My brother-in-law,’ he began, speaking the words in such a way that he could mean only Sulla, ‘has fallen into the habit lately of walking through the Forum with no retinue at all, not even a bodyguard. In preparation for his retirement, he says, and his return to private life.’

‘Can that be wise?’

‘I suppose he’s so great that he doesn’t need a retinue to impress others. So brilliant that any companions would simply be invisible, obscured by his blinding light like candles beside the sun.’

‘And whereas candles may be blown out on a whim, no man can extinguish the sun.’

Rufus nodded. ‘Who thus needs no bodyguard. So Sulla seems to think. He’s taken to calling himself Sulla, Beloved of Fortune – as if he were married to the goddess herself. He thinks he has a charmed life, and who would argue with that?’

Rufus had taken the first step, showing a willingness to speak frankly of his sister’s husband. ‘You have a sincere dislike for Sulla, don’t you?’ I said.

‘I respect him greatly. I think he truly must be a great man. But I can hardly stand to be in the same room with him. What Valeria sees in him I can’t imagine, though I know she truly loves him. How she wants to have his child! I hear her talking about it endlessly with the women of the household whenever she’s home. Being the beloved of the Beloved of Fortune, I suppose she’ll get what she wants.’

‘You’ve come to know him well, then?’

‘As well as I have to, being his wife’s little brother.’

‘And you’ve grown acquainted with his circle?’

‘You want to ask me about Chrysogonus.’

‘Yes.’

‘All the stories are true. Of course there’s nothing between them now except friendship. In matters of the flesh they say Sulla is very fickle, but at the same time faithful, because he never casts his lovers away; once he’s given his affection he never withdraws it. Sulla is nothing if not steadfast, as a friend or an enemy. As for Chrysogonus, if you saw him I think you’d understand. It’s true, he began as a mere slave, but sometimes the gods like to put the soul of a lion in the body of the lamb.’

‘Chrysogonus is a ferocious lamb, then?’

‘A lamb no longer. Sulla sheared his fleece, true enough, but the second growth was a mane of pure gold. Chrysogonus wears it well. He is very rich, very powerful, and completely ruthless. And as beautiful as a god. Sulla has an eye for that.’

‘It sounds like you care for Sulla’s favourite even less than Sulla.’

‘I never said I disliked Sulla, did I? It’s not as simple as that. It’s hard to put into words. He’s a great man. The attention he pays me is flattering, even if it is unseemly since he’s married to my sister.’ He glanced at me sidelong, looking far older than his sixteen years. ‘I suppose you thought Caecilia was joking or off her head the other day when she suggested I charm Sulla on behalf of Sextus Roscius.’ He grunted and wrinkled his nose. ‘With Sulla? I can’t imagine it.’

We passed a group of senators. Some of them, recognizing Rufus, paused to chat, asking after his studies and saying they had heard from his brother Hortensius that he was somehow involved in a case before the Rostra. With men of his own class Rufus displayed an exact approximation of perfect behaviour, at once charming and obsequious, self-effacing and at the same time self-promoting as all Romans are; but I could see that a part of him remained aloof and detached, the observer and critic of his own artificial decorum. I began to see why Cicero was so pleased to have him for a protégé, and I began to wonder if it was not Cicero who was the pupil, learning from Rufus how to rise above his own country-born anonymity to mimic that effortless self-assurance of a young noble born into one of Rome’s great families.

The senators moved on, and Rufus resumed as if we had never been interrupted. ‘In fact, I’m invited to a party tomorrow night, at Chrysogonus’s house on the Palatine, quite near Caecilia’s place. Sulla and his closest circle will be there; Valeria won’t. I got a message from Sulla just this morning, saying I definitely should come. “You will soon be inducted into the toga of manhood,” he writes. “It is time for your manly education to begin. What better place than in the company of the best people in Rome?” Can you imagine – he’s talking about his friends from the stage, all actors and comedians and acrobats. Along with the slaves he’s made into citizens to take the place of the ones he’s beheaded. My parents are urging me to go. Hortensius says I’d be a fool not to. Even Valeria thinks I should.’

‘So do I,’ I said quietly, drawing a deep breath to begin the climb up the Palatine.

‘And parry Sulla’s advances all night long? For that I’d have to be an acrobat, actor, and comedian all in one.’

‘Do it for Sextus Roscius and his case. Do it for Cicero.’

At the mention of Cicero his face became earnest. ‘How do you mean?’

‘I need access to Chrysogonus’s household. I need to get inside, to see which of Sextus Roscius’s slaves are still in his possession. I want to question them if I can. It would be easier if I had a friend inside his house. Do you think it’s an accident that this party coincides with our need? The gods are smiling on us.’

‘Fortune I hope, and not Venus.’

I laughed, even though it cost me a precious breath, and trudged up the hill.

 

‘It’s true, then?’ I said, staring into Sextus Roscius’s eyes and trying to make him blink before I did. ‘Every word of the story Titus Megarus told me? But if that’s so, why didn’t you tell us in the first place?’

We were seated in the same stuffy, squalid room where we had met before. This time Caecilia Metella, having been told the tale in brief, came with us. The idea that her beloved Sextus had been proscribed as an enemy of Sulla was absurd, she said, obscene. She was eager to hear what his son had to say about it. Rufus sat close beside her, and one of her slave girls stood quietly in the corner fanning her with peacock plumes on a long handle, as if she were a Pharaoh’s queen. Tiro stood at my right arm with his tablet and stylus, fidgeting.

Sextus stared back at me, unwilling to blink. The effect became as unnerving as the heat. If he was hiding something he gave no sign of it. Most men, stalling for time to think up a lie or evasion, will glance away, shifting their gaze to something, anything, that doesn’t stare back at them. Sextus Roscius stared me straight in the eye with no expression on his face at all, until finally I blinked. I thought he smiled then, but I may have only imagined it. I began to think he might truly be mad.

‘Yes,’ he finally said. ‘True. Every word.’

Caecilia made a peculiar titter of distress. Rufus stroked her wrinkled hand.

‘Then why didn’t you tell Cicero? Did you tell Hortensius when he was your advocate?’

‘No.’

‘But how can you expect these men to defend you if you won’t tell them what you know?’

‘I never asked either of them to take my case. She did.’ He rudely pointed at Caecilia Metella.

‘Are you saying you don’t want an advocate?’ Rufus snapped. ‘What chance do you think you’d have if you stood before the Rostra alone, against a prosecutor like Gaius Erucius?’

‘What chance do I have now? Even if I somehow escape them in court, they’ll find me afterwards and have their way with me, just as they did with my father.’

‘Not necessarily,’ Rufus argued. ‘Not if Cicero is able to expose the lies of Capito and Magnus in court.’

‘But to do that he’ll have to drag in the name of Chrysogonus, won’t he? Oh, yes, there’s no way to pick the fleas without wrestling the dog, and no way to do that without pulling at the master’s leash. The dog may snap, and the master isn’t going to like being publicly embarrassed by an upstart advocate. Even if he wins the case, your precious Master Chickpea will only end up with his head on a stick. Don’t tell me that there’s an advocate in Rome who’s willing to run the risk of spitting in Sulla’s face. And if there is such a man, he’s far too stupid to handle my case.’

Rufus and Tiro were both exasperated. How could Roscius say such a thing about Cicero, their Cicero? Roscius’s fears meant nothing to them; their faith in Cicero was absolute.

But I feared that Sextus Roscius was right. The case was exactly as dangerous as he had described it. Someone had already made a threat on my life (a fact I intentionally had not mentioned under Caecilia’s roof). If they had not done so to Cicero it was only because he was at that time still one step removed from the investigation, and a man with more powerful connections than my own.

Still, there was something disingenuous in Roscius’s words. Yes, his case was a dangerous one and pursuing it could incur the wrath of the mighty. But what could that matter to him, if his only alternative was a hideous death? By fighting the case, by arming us with the truth that could prove his innocence and the guilt of his persecutors, he had everything to gain: his life, his sanity, perhaps even the reversal of his father’s proscription and the return of his estates. Could he have sunk to such a level of hopelessness that he was paralysed? Can a man become so demoralized that he longs for defeat and death?

‘Sextus Roscius,’ I said, ‘help me to understand. You learned of your father’s death shortly after it occurred. His body was returned to Ameria and you began the funeral rites. Then soldiers came, announcing that he had been proscribed, that his death was an execution, not a murder, and that his property was forfeit to the state. You were forced from your home and stayed with friends in the village. There was an auction in Rome; Capito, or quite likely Chrysogonus, buys up the property. Did you know then who had killed your father?’

‘No.’

‘But you must have suspected.’

‘Yes.’

‘Very well. Once ensconced, Capito graciously invited you back to live on the estate, allowing your family to occupy a ramshackle house away from the villa. How did you bear this humiliation?’

‘What could I do? The law is the law. Titus Megarus and the town council went off to petition Sulla himself on my behalf. I could only wait.’

‘But finally Capito threw you off the estate altogether. Why was that?’

‘I suppose he’d finally had enough of me. Maybe he started feeling guilty.’

‘But by that time you must have realized without a doubt that Capito himself was involved in your father’s murder. Did you threaten him?’

He looked away. ‘We never came to blows, but our arguments were fierce. I told him he was a fool to make himself so comfortable in the big house, that he’d never be allowed to keep it. He told me I was no better than a beggar, and I should kiss his foot for the charity he showed me.’ He gripped the arms of his chair and his knuckles turned white. He ground his teeth in a sudden fury. ‘He said I’d die before I got the land back. He said I was lucky not to be dead already. He kicked me out, at least that’s what it looks like, but the truth is I was fleeing for my life. Even at Titus’s house I wasn’t safe; I could feel them watching the house after dark, like night-hawks biding their time. That’s why I had to come to Rome. But even here I wouldn’t be safe on the open streets. This room is the only place I’m safe. And they won’t even leave me in peace here! I never thought it would come to this, that they’d drag me to the courts and tie me up in a sack. Can’t you see, all the power is on their side? Who knows what sort of lies this Erucius will come up with? In the end it’s only his word against Cicero’s. Whom do you think the judges will side with if it comes down to offending the dictator? There’s nothing you can do!’ Suddenly he was weeping.

Caecilia Metella made a face as if she had eaten something disagreeable. Without a word she rose from her chair and strode out the door, with the slave girl and her peacock fan following behind. Rufus jumped up, but I motioned for him to stay.

Roscius sat with his face in his hands. ‘You are a strange man,’ I finally said. ‘You are wretched, yet somehow I can’t pity you. You stand close to a horrible death, in a place where most men would tell any lie to save themselves, and yet you omit telling the truth that alone could save you. Now that the truth is known you admit it and have no reason to lie, and yet. . . You make me doubt my own instincts, Sextus Roscius. I’m confounded, like a hound who scents a fox in a rabbit hole.’

He slowly lifted his head. His face was twisted with loathing, distrust, and the fear that lurked always in his eyes.

I shook my head. ‘Talking to you exhausts me. You give me a headache. I only hope Cicero’s head is stronger.’ We rose to leave. I turned back. ‘There was something else,’ I said. ‘A trifle, really. About a young whore named Elena. Do you know whom I mean?’

‘Yes. Of course. For a while she lived in the house after Capito took it over.’

‘And how did she come to be there?’

He stopped to think. At least the weeping had ended.

‘Magnus and Glaucia found her in the city, I think. I suppose my father must have purchased her some time before, but had left her in the brothel owner’s keeping. After the auctions Magnus claimed her as his property.’

‘She was with child, I believe.’

He paused. ‘Yes, you’re right.’

‘Whose child?’

‘Who knows? She was a whore, after all.’

‘Of course. And what became of her?’

‘How should I know?’

‘I mean, after she had the baby.’

‘How should I know?’ he said again, angrily. ‘What would you do with a whore and a newborn slave child if you were a man like Capito? They’ve probably both been sold at market long ago.’

‘No,’ I said. ‘Not both. At least one of them is dead, buried close by your father’s grave in Ameria.’

I watched him carefully from the doorway and waited, but he made no response.

We walked back towards Caecilia’s quarters in silence. From the corner of my eye I could see that Tiro dragged his feet, growing more anxious as we drew close to departing. My head was too full of Sextus Roscius to deal with him, but at last, as we returned to Caecilia’s wing, I began to consider what flimsy excuse I might contrive to set him free to go in search of the girl.

But Tiro was ahead of me. He suddenly stopped and reached about himself with the air of a man who has lost something. ‘By Hercules,’ he said, ‘I’ve left my stylus and tablet behind. It will only take a moment to fetch them – unless I didn’t have them with me when you interviewed Roscius, and left them somewhere else altogether,’ he added, grasping at some way to prolong his absence.

‘You had them with you,’ Rufus said with a faintly hostile edge in his voice. ‘I remember seeing them in your hands.’

I shook my head. ‘I’m not sure about that. At any rate, you’d better go back and see if you can find them, Tiro. Take your time. It’s too late for Rufus to get anything done in the Forum today, and the sun is still too fierce to go hurrying back to Cicero’s house. I think that Rufus and I may prevail on our hostess to entertain us in her garden for a while, so that we may take a respite from this heat.’

Caecilia, in fact, was unable to join us; the eunuch Ahausarus explained that the interview with Sextus Roscius had exhausted her. Though she was indisposed, she gave us the use of her servants, who scurried about the peristyle moving furniture out of the sun into the shade, fetching cool drinks, and doing their best to make us comfortable. Rufus was listless and on edge. I approached him again about the party to be held the following night at the house of Chrysogonus.

‘If you’re seriously uncomfortable about going,’ I said, ‘then don’t. I only thought that you might be able to get me into the house, through the slaves’ entrance perhaps. There are a few details I’m not sure I can discover otherwise. But of course I have no right to ask it of you—’

‘No, no,’ he murmured, as if I had caught him daydreaming. ‘I’ll go. I’ll show you his house before we leave the Palatine; it’s quite nearby. If only for the sake of Cicero, as you said.’

He called for one of the servants and asked for more wine. It seemed to me that he might already have had too much. When the wine came he drank it in a single draught and called for another. I cleared my throat and frowned. ‘Surely the dictum reads, all things in moderation, Rufus. Or so I’m sure Cicero would insist.’

‘Cicero,’ he said, as if it were a curse; and then said it again as if it were a joke. He moved from his backless chair to a plush divan and splayed himself among the pillows. A mild breeze moved through the garden, causing the dry leaves of the papyrus to rattle and the acanthus to sigh. Rufus shut his eyes, and from the sweet look on his face I was reminded that he really was still only a boy, despite his noble status and his manly ways, still dressed in a boy’s gown with its long modest sleeves, the same way that Roscia was no doubt dressed at that very moment, unless Tiro had already pulled the garment from her body.

‘What do you think they’re doing right now?’ Rufus suddenly asked, opening one eye to catch the startled look on my face.

I feigned confusion and shook my head.

‘You know whom I mean,’ Rufus groaned. ‘Tiro is taking an awfully long time to fetch his stylus, isn’t he? His stylus!’ He laughed, as if he had just caught the joke. But the laugh was short and bitter.

‘Then you know,’ I said.

‘Of course I know. It happened the first time he came here with Cicero. It’s happened every time since. I was beginning to think you hadn’t noticed. I was wondering what sort of finder you could be, not to notice something so obvious. It’s ridiculous, how obvious they are.’

He sounded jealous and bitter. I nodded in sympathy. Roscia, after all, was a very desirable girl. I was a little jealous of Tiro myself.

I lowered my voice, trying to be gentle but not patronizing. ‘He’s only a slave, after all, with so little to look forward to in life.’

‘That’s just it!’ Rufus said. ‘That a mere slave should be able to find satisfaction, and for me it’s impossible. Chrysogonus was a slave, too, and he found what he wanted, just as Sulla found what he wanted in Chrysogonus, and in Valeria, and all the rest of his conquests and concubines and wives. Sometimes it seems to me that the whole world is made up of people finding one another while I stand alone outside it all. And who in all the world should want me but Sulla – it’s a joke of the gods!’ He shook his head but did not laugh. ‘Sulla wants me and can’t have me; I want another who doesn’t even know I exist. How terrible it is, to want only one other in the whole world and to have your longing go unanswered! Have you ever loved another who didn’t love you in return, Gordianus?’

‘Of course. What man hasn’t?’

A slave arrived with a fresh cup of wine. Rufus took a sip, then set it on the table and stared at it. It seemed to me that Roscia was hardly worth so much agony, but then I was not sixteen. ‘So blatantly obvious,’ he muttered. ‘How long are they going to be at it?’

‘Does Caecilia know?’ I asked. ‘Or Sextus Roscius?’

‘About the lovebirds? I’m sure they don’t. Caecilia lives in a fog, and who knows what goes on in Sextus’s head? I suppose even he might feel obliged to muster a little outrage if he found out that his daughter is cavorting with another man’s slave.’

I paused for a moment, not wanting to ply him with questions too quickly. I was thinking about Tiro and the danger he might be courting. Rufus was young and frustrated and highborn, after all, and Tiro was a slave committing the unthinkable in a grand woman’s house. With a word Rufus could destroy his life forever. ‘And what about Cicero – does Cicero know?’

Rufus looked me straight in the eye. The look on his face was so strange that I couldn’t account for it. ‘Cicero know?’ he whispered. Then the spasm passed. He seemed very weary. ‘About Tiro and Roscia, you mean. No, of course he doesn’t know. He would never notice such a thing. Such passions are beneath his notice.’

Rufus slumped back against the pillows in utter despair.

‘I understand,’ I said. ‘Though you may find it hard to believe, I do understand. Roscia is of course a fine girl, but consider her situation. There’s no honourable way you could openly court her.’

‘Roscia?’ He looked baffled, then rolled his eyes. ‘What do I care about Roscia?’

‘I see,’ I said, not seeing at all. ‘Oh. Then it’s Tiro whom you. . . .’ I suddenly confronted a whole new set of complications.

Then I realized the truth. In an instant I understood, not by his words or even by his face, but by some inflexion just then remembered, some disconnected moment set next to another in memory, in that way that revelations sometimes come to us unprepared for and seemingly inexplicable.

How absurd, I thought, and yet how touching, for who could help being moved by the earnestness of his suffering? The laws of man strive for balance, but the laws of love are pure caprice. It seemed to me that Cicero – staid, fussy, dyspeptic Cicero – was probably the least likely man in Rome to reciprocate Rufus’s desires; the boy could not have chosen a more hopeless object for his infatuation. No doubt Rufus, so young, so full of intense feeling, steeped in the Greek ideals of Cicero’s circle, thought of himself as Alcibiades to Cicero’s Socrates. No wonder it infuriated him to think of what Tiro and Roscia were enjoying at that very instant, while he burned with an unspoken passion and all the pent-up energy of youth.

I sat back, perplexed and without a word of advice to give him. I clapped and waved to the slave girl and told her to bring us more wine.
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The stablemaster was not pleased when he saw the farm horse I came riding in place of his beloved Vespa. A handful of coins and assurances that he would be amply rewarded for any inconvenience satisfied him. As for Bethesda, he informed me that she had sulked throughout my absence, that she had broken three bowls in his kitchen, ruined the needlework she had been given and had driven both the head cook and the housekeeper to tears. His steward had begged for permission to beat her, but the stablemaster, true to my demands, had forbidden it. He shouted at one of his slaves to go and fetch her. ‘And good riddance,’ he added, though when she came striding imperiously out of his house and into the stables, I noticed that he couldn’t take his eyes off her.

I pretended to be disinterested. She pretended to be cold. She insisted on stopping by the market on our way home so that we would have something to eat that night. While she shopped I wandered about the street, absorbing the squalid smells and sights of the Subura, happy to be home. Even the pile of fresh dung that we had to bypass on the climb up did not dampen my mood.

The stablemaster’s slave Scaldus sat on the ground before the door, leaning against it with his legs outstretched. At first I thought he slept, but at our approach the colossus stirred and rose to its feet with alarming speed. Recognizing my face, he relaxed and grinned stupidly. He told me that he had taken turns with his brother so that the house had never gone unguarded, and that no one else had been there in my absence. I gave him a coin and told him to be off, and he obediently began loping down the hill.

Bethesda looked at me in alarm, but I assured her we would be safe. Cicero had promised to pay for protecting my house. I would find a professional in the Subura before we slept.

She began to speak, and from the way she curled her lips I knew she was about to say something sarcastic. Instead I covered them with a kiss. I walked her backwards into the house and closed the door with my foot. She dropped her armful of greens and bread and clutched at my shoulders and neck. She sank to the floor and pulled me with her.

She was overjoyed to see me again, and she showed me. She was angry at having been left in a strange household, and she showed that as well, clutching her nails against my shoulders and beating her fists against my back, nipping at my neck and earlobes. I devoured her like a man starved for days. It seemed impossible that I had been gone for only two nights.

She had bathed that morning. Her flesh had the taste of a different soap, and behind her ears and on her throat and in the secret places of her body she had anointed herself with an unfamiliar perfume – filched, she told me later, from the private cache of the stablemaster’s wife while no one was looking. In the last rays of sunlight we lay exhausted and naked in the vestibule, our sweat leaving obscene imprints on the worn rug. That was when I chanced to look beyond the sleek planes of her body and noticed the message still scrawled in blood on the wall above us: ‘Be silent or die. . . .’

A sudden breeze from the atrium chilled the sweat on my spine. Bethesda’s shoulder turned to gooseflesh beneath my tongue. There was a strange moment in which it seemed that my heart ceased to beat, suspended between the fading light and heat of her body and the message above us. The world seemed suddenly a strange and unfamiliar place, and I imagined I heard those words whispered aloud in my ear. I might have read this as an omen. I might then have fled from the house, from Rome, from Roman justice. Instead I bit her shoulder, and Bethesda gasped, and the night continued to its desperate conclusion.

 

Together we lit the lamps – and though she showed a fearless face, again Bethesda insisted that every room be lit. I told her she should come with me down to the Subura to shop for a guard, but she insisted on staying behind to cook the meal. I felt a pang of dread at the idea of leaving her alone in the house even for a short while, but she was adamant and only asked me to be quick. I could see that she was choosing to be brave and that in her own way she wanted to reassert her power over the house; in my absence she would burn a stick of incense and perform some rite learned long ago from her mother. After the door closed behind me, I listened to make sure she bolted it securely from within.

The moon was rising and nearly full, casting a blue light over the quiet houses on the hillside, making the tile roofs look as if they had been scalloped from copper. The Subura was a vast pool of light and muted sound below me, that swallowed me up as I quickly descended the hill until I stepped onto the busiest nighttime street in Rome.

I could have found a gang member on any corner, but I didn’t want a common thug. I wanted a professional fighter and bodyguard from a rich man’s retinue, a slave of proven worth who could be trusted. I went to a little tavern tucked behind one of the more expensive brothels on the Subura and found Varus the Go-Between. He understood what I wanted immediately, and he knew my credit was good. After I had bought him a cup of wine he disappeared. Not too long after he returned with a giant in tow.

They made quite a contrast walking into the dim little room side by side. Varus was so short he came only to the giant’s elbow; his bald pate and ringed fingers shone in the light while his doughy features seemed to soften and run together in the glow of the lamps. The beast beside him looked hardly tamed; there was a brooding red light in his eyes that didn’t come from the lamps. He gave an impression of almost unnatural strength and solidity, as if he had been built out of granite blocks or tree trunks; even his face had the look of having been chiselled from stone, a rough model discarded by a sculptor who decided it was too brutal to finish. His hair and beard were long and shaggy but not unkempt, and his tunic was made of good cloth. Such grooming bespoke a responsible owner. He looked as well cared for as a fine horse. He also looked capable of killing a man with his bare hands.

He was exactly the man I wanted. His name was Zoticus.

‘His master’s favourite,’ Varus assured me. ‘The man never steps outside his house without Zoticus at his side. A proven killer – broke the neck of a burglar only last month. And strong as an ox, to be sure. Smell the garlic on his breath? His master feeds it to him like oats to a horse. A trick the gladiators use, gives a man strength. His master is wealthy, respectable, owner of three brothels, two taverns, and a gaming hall all located in the Subura; a pious man without an enemy in the world, I’m sure, but he likes to protect himself from the unforeseen. Who wouldn’t? Never takes a step without his faithful Zoticus. But especially for me, because he owes a favour to Varus, the man will let me have this creature on loan – for the four days you requested, no more. To repay a long-standing debt he owes me. How very lucky you are, Gordianus, to be a friend of Varus the Go-Between.’

We haggled over the terms, and I let him have too sweet a deal, being anxious to return to Bethesda. But the slave was worth the price; stepping through the crowds of the Subura I watched strangers draw back and give way before us, and I saw the cowed looks in their eyes as they stared above my head at the monster behind me. Zoticus spoke little, which pleased me. As we ascended the deserted pathway to my house, leaving the noise of the Subura behind, he loomed behind me like a protective spirit, ceaselessly peering into the shadows around us.

As we stepped within sight of the house I heard his breath quicken and felt his hand like a brick on my shoulder. Another man stood before the door with crossed arms. He shouted at us to stop where we were, then pulled a long dagger from his sleeve. In the blink of an eye I found myself behind Zoticus instead of before him, and as the world whirled past I glimpsed a long steel blade in his fist.

The door rattled open and I heard Bethesda laughing, then explaining. It seemed that I had misunderstood Cicero. Not only had he offered to pay for a bodyguard, he had even gone to the trouble of sending the man over himself. Only minutes after I left Bethesda, there had been a banging on the door. She had ignored it at first, then finally peered through the grate. The man had asked for me; Bethesda pretended that I was in the house but indisposed. Then he gave her Cicero’s name and his compliments and told her he had been sent by Cicero to guard the house, as her master would recall. He took up his place beside the door without another word.

‘Two will be better than one, anyway,’ Bethesda insisted, and I felt a pang of jealousy as she looked from one to the other; perhaps it was that tiny twinge of jealousy that blinded me to the obvious. I would have been hard-pressed to have said which of the two was uglier, or bigger, or more intimidating, or which Bethesda seemed to find more fascinating. Except for his red beard and ruddy face the other might have been Zoticus’s brother; his breath even carried the same odour of garlic. They regarded each other as gladiators do, with locked jaws and basilisk eyes, as if the least twitch of a lip might mar the purity of their mutual contempt.

‘Very well,’ I told her, ‘for tonight we’ll use them both, and sort it out tomorrow. One to circle the house and patrol the pathway, another to stay in the vestibule, inside the door.’

Cicero had told me to make my own arrangements for a guard; I remembered that quite clearly. But perhaps, I thought, in the heat of his excitement over the news I had brought him, Cicero had forgotten his own instructions. All I could think of were the smells that came from Bethesda’s kitchen and the long, careless night of sleep to come.

As I left the vestibule I glanced at the redbeard sent by Cicero. He sat in a chair against the wall, facing the closed door with his arms crossed. The naked dagger was still in his fist. Above his head was the message written in blood, and I could not help reading it again: ‘Be silent or die.’ I was sick of those words; in the morning I would tell Bethesda to scrub the wall clean. I glanced into Redbeard’s unblinking eyes and gave him a smile. He did not smile back.

 

Often in comedies there are characters who do foolish things that are painfully, obviously foolish to everyone in the audience, to everyone in the universe except themselves. The audience squirm in their seats, laugh, even shout aloud: ‘No, no! Can’t you see, you fool?’ The doomed man on the stage cannot hear, and the gods with great merriment go about engineering the destruction of yet another blind mortal.

But sometimes the gods lead us to the brink of destruction only to snatch us back from the abyss at the last moment, as richly amused by our inexplicable salvation as by our unforeseen death.

I woke all at once with no interval between sleep and waking, into that strange realm of consciousness that reigns between midnight and dawn. I was alone in my own bedchamber. Bethesda had led me there after a long meal offish and wine, stripping off my tunic and covering me with a thin wool blanket despite the heat, kissing me on the forehead as if I were a child. I stood and let the blanket fall behind me; the night air was heavy with heat. The room was dark, lit only by a single beam of moonlight cast through a tiny window high in the wall. I walked by memory to the corner of the room, but in the darkness I couldn’t find the chamber pot, or else Bethesda had emptied it and never put it back.

It did not matter. In the weirdness of that night a chamber pot might turn into a mushroom or disappear into thin air and it would have seemed a little thing. It was the same strangeness I had felt earlier, lying with Bethesda in the vestibule. I saw and sensed everything around me with absolute clarity, and yet it seemed mysterious and unfamiliar territory, as if the moon had changed her colour, as if the gods themselves drifted from the earth in heavy slumber and left existence to its own devices. Anything at all might happen.

I pushed aside the curtain and stepped into the atrium. Perhaps I wasn’t awake after all and dreamed on my feet, for the house possessed that unreality of familiar places turned askew by the geography of the night. Blue moonlight flooded the garden and turned it into a jungle of bones casting shadows as sharp as knives. Here and there about the peristyle lamps burned low, like withered suns on the verge of extinction. The brightest of the lamps shone from behind the wall that hid the vestibule, casting a thin yellow light around the corner like the glow of campfires beyond a ridge.

I stepped to the edge of the garden and pulled up my tunic. I was as quiet as a schoolboy, aiming for the soft grass and making hardly a sound. I finished and let my tunic drop and stood gazing across the field of bones, transformed by the shadow of a passing cloud into the ashen ruins of Carthage on a moonless night.

Amid the smells of earth and urine and hyacinth, I caught the faint odour of garlic on the warm, dry air. The lamplight from the vestibule flickered and moved, and cast the wavering shadow of a man onto the wall that enclosed Bethesda’s room.

Like a man in a dream I walked towards the vestibule; as in a dream, I seemed to be invisible. A bright lamp was set on the floor, casting weird shadows upward. Redbeard stood before the defaced wall with its threatening message, peering into it as if it were a pool and moving one hand over the surface. The hand that moved was wrapped in a red-stained cloth that dripped something dark and thick onto the floor. His other hand clutched his dagger. The glittering blade was smeared with blood.

The door to the house was wide open. Sprawled against it, as if to prop it open, was the massive body of Zoticus, his throat so severely slashed that his head was almost detached from his body. A great pool of blood had poured from his neck onto the stone floor. The rug was soaked with it. While I watched, Redbeard stepped back and stooped down to dip the cloth into the pool of blood, never taking his eyes from the wall, as if he were an artist and the wall a painting in progress. He stepped forwards and began to write again.

Then, very slowly, he turned his face and saw me.

He returned the smile I had given him earlier with a horrible, gaping grin.

He must have been upon me very quickly, but it seemed to me that he moved with a ponderous and impossible slowness. I had all the time in the world to watch him wield the dagger aloft, to note the sudden blast of garlic in my nostrils, to ponder the taut and quivering rictus of his face, and to wonder stupidly what possible reason he could have to dislike me so very much.

My body was wiser than my brain. Somehow I managed to grip his wrist and deflect the dagger. It barely grazed my cheek, slicing a thin red track that I felt only much later. Suddenly I was flat against the wall with the breath knocked out of me, so confused that I thought for an instant I was flat on the floor with the full weight of Redbeard’s body on my chest.

With a great wrenching twist, as if we were acrobats out of step, we reeled to the floor. We grappled like drowning men pounded by surf, so that I never knew up from down. The tip of the dagger kept nipping at my throat, but each time I managed to push his arm off-course. He was absurdly strong, more like a storm or an avalanche than a man. I felt like a boy struggling against him. I had no hope of defeating him. It was all I could do to stay alive from one moment to the next.

I suddenly thought of Bethesda, and knew she must already be dead, along with Zoticus. Why had he saved me for last? That was when the truncheon came crashing down against Redbeard’s skull.

While he swayed atop me, dazed, I caught a glimpse of Bethesda over his shoulder. In her hands she held the wooden slat for barring the door. It was so heavy she could barely wield it. She began to lift it again and then tripped beneath the weight and staggered backwards. Redbeard regained his senses. Blood ran downward from a cut in the back of his head, trickling into his beard and mouth, making him look like a crazed animal or a wolf-man gorged on blood. He rose to his knees and twisted around, raising his dagger. I struck at his chest, but I had no leverage.

Bethesda stood upright with the truncheon raised. Redbeard slashed with the dagger, but he only succeeded in slicing her gown. Quickly he spun around the other way and clutched a fistful of cloth with his free hand. He yanked hard and Bethesda fell backwards. The truncheon descended, powered by its own weight. By aim or accident it struck Redbeard square on the crown of his head, and as he toppled onto me I seized his stabbing arm and twisted it towards his chest.

The blade plunged hilt-deep into his heart. His face was above mine, his eyes rolled up, his mouth wide open. I reeled from the stench of garlic and rotten teeth as he sucked in a desperate, rattling breath. Then he jolted and pitched atop me as something exploded inside him. An instant later blood poured from his open mouth like the discharge from a sewer.

Somewhere far away Bethesda screamed. A great massive dead thing lay slick and heavy atop me, convulsing and belching venom, blinding me and flooding my nostrils and mouth, even clogging my ears with its blood. I struggled to escape and lay helpless until I felt Bethesda pushing alongside me. The great corpse rolled onto its back and stared slack-jawed at the ceiling.

I staggered to my knees. We clutched each other, both trembling so badly we could hardly connect. I spat blood and snorted and wiped my face on the bodice of her clean white gown. We stroked each other and babbled pointless words of comfort and assurance, like mutual survivors of a great devastation.

The lamp burned low and sputtered, casting lurid shadows and making the rigid corpses seem to twitch. The weird geography of the night reigned unbroken: we were lovers in a poem, one naked and the other half-dressed, hugging on our knees beside a vast, still lake. But the lake was made of blood – so much blood that I could see my own reflection in it. I stared into my eyes and with a shock I came to my senses, and finally knew that I was not in a nightmare but in the very heart of the great, slumbering city of Rome.
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‘Clearly,’ I said, ‘the message was meant as a warning to you, Cicero.’

‘But if he intended to murder you and your slave, why didn’t he get the bloodshed over with first? Why didn’t he go ahead and kill you in your sleep and then write the message?’

I shrugged. ‘Because he already had enough blood at hand, pouring out of Zoticus’s slashed throat. Because the house was still, and he had no fear that I would wake. Because by having the message already written, in case there was some unforeseen complication or if we died screaming, he could flee the house immediately. Or perhaps he was waiting for another assassin to join him. I don’t know, Cicero, I can’t speak for a dead man. But he meant to kill me, of that I’m certain. And the warning was for you.’

The moon had fallen. The night was at its darkest, though dawn could not be far off. Bethesda was somewhere in the slave quarters, fast asleep, I hoped. Rufus, Tiro, and I sat together in Cicero’s study surrounded by sputtering braziers. Our host paced back and forth, grimacing and rubbing his chin.

His face was haggard and his jaw was covered with stubble, but his eyes were bright and glittering, far from sleepy – so he had looked when Bethesda and I had come rapping at his door after fleeing across half the city in the middle of the night. Remarkably, Cicero had still been awake and his house brightly lit. A puffy-eyed slave had led us to the study, where Cicero paced with a sheaf of parchment in his hands, reading aloud and drinking from a bowl of steaming leek soup – Hortensius’s secret recipe for sweetening the voice.

With Tiro transcribing, he had almost finished his first provisional draft of his oration in defence of Sextus Roscius, having worked at it ceaselessly all night. He had been trying it out for Tiro and Rufus when we arrived, blood-soaked and shivering, at his door.

Bethesda had quickly disappeared, huddled against Cicero’s chief housekeeper, who promised to take care of her. Cicero had insisted that I wash and put on a fresh tunic before I did anything else. I had done the best I could, but in the lamplight of his study I kept noticing tiny flecks of dried blood on my fingernails and bare feet.

‘So now there are two dead bodies in your house,’ Cicero said, rolling his eyes. ‘Ah, well, I’ll send someone over tomorrow to take care of the corpses. More expenses! No doubt the owner of this Zoticus won’t be pleased at having a dead body returned to him; there’ll have to be a settlement. You’re like a bottomless well I keep pitching coins into, Gordianus.’

‘This message,’ Rufus interrupted, looking pensive, ‘how did it read again, exactly?’

I shut my eyes and saw each word in vivid red, lit by a wavering lamp: ‘ “The fool disobeyed. Now he is dead. Let a wiser man take a holiday come the holy Ides of May.” He also appeared to have been touching up the older message with fresh blood.’

‘Quite meticulous,’ said Cicero.

‘Yes, and a better speller than Mallius Glaucia. His letters were well made, and he seems to have been working not from paper but from memory. A slave from a better class of master.’

‘They say Chrysogonus keeps gladiators who can read and write,’ said Rufus.

‘Yes, too bad you had to kill this Redbeard,’ Cicero said reproachfully. ‘Otherwise we might have learned who sent him.’

‘But he said he came from you, Cicero.’

‘You needn’t take that sarcastic tone, Gordianus. Of course I didn’t send him. You were to hire a bodyguard on your own and I would pay, that was our agreement. To be quite honest, I forgot about the arrangement entirely once you were gone. I started working on my notes for the defence and didn’t give it another thought.’

‘And yet, when he came to my door, he distinctly told my slave that he had been sent by you. It was a deliberate ruse, calculated to deceive me; that means whoever sent him knew of the arrangement we had made only hours before, that you would pay for a single guard to protect my house. How can that be, Cicero? The only people who knew of that discussion were the same ones who are in this room at this moment.’

I stared at Rufus. He blushed and lowered his eyes. Love frustrated may turn to hate, and thwarted desire may long for vengeance. All along he had been a viper, I thought, entrusted with the heart of Cicero’s strategy and meanwhile plotting its perversion. You can never trust a noble, I thought, no matter how young and innocent he may appear. Somehow the enemies of Sextus Roscius had twisted his motives to their own ends. He had actually been willing to sacrifice my life and that of Sextus Roscius to see Cicero brought low – it seemed impossible, looking at his boyish face and freckled nose, but of such stuff are Romans made.

I was about to accuse him out loud and expose his secrets – his hidden passion for Cicero, his treachery – but at that instant whatever god had saved my life that night chose to save my honour as well, and I was spared from humiliating myself before a generous client and his highborn admirer.

Tiro made a stifled, choking noise, as if he tried to clear his throat and failed.

As one we turned to look at him. His face was the very image of guilt – blinking, blushing, gnawing his lip.

‘Tiro?’ Cicero’s voice was high and hoarse, despite the leek soup. Yet his face betrayed only mild consternation, as if reserving judgment in expectation of a quite simple and satisfactory explanation.

Rufus glanced at me with fire in his eyes, as if to say: And how could you have doubted me? ‘Yes, Tiro,’ he said, folding his arms and looking down his freckled nose. ‘Is there something you wish to explain to us?’ He was more haughty than I could have imagined him. That cold, implacable gaze – is it a mask all nobles carry with them for use at a moment’s notice, or is it the one true face they show when all their other masks have fallen away?

Tiro bit his knuckles and began to weep. Suddenly I knew the truth.

‘The girl,’ I whispered. ‘Roscia.’

Tiro hid his face and sobbed aloud.

 

Cicero was furious. He paced the room like a wolf. There were times, as he passed by Tiro, who sat meekly wringing his hands and sniffling, when I thought he would actually strike the poor slave. Instead he threw his hands in the air and shouted at the top of his lungs until he was so hoarse he could hardly speak.

Occasionally Rufus tried to interpose himself, taking on the role of the all-comprehending, all-forgiving noble. He wore the part uneasily. ‘But, Cicero, such things happen all the time. Besides, Caecilia need never know.’ He reached up to take Cicero by the hand, but Cicero angrily snatched his arm away, blind to Rufus’s pained reaction.

‘While her household laughs at her behind her back? No, no, Caecilia may have been fooled, just as I was fooled, but you don’t think her slaves weren’t onto it? There’s nothing worse, nothing, than having a scandal take place beneath the very nose of a Roman matron while her slaves laugh behind her back. And to think that I brought such shame into her house! I can never face her again.’

Tiro sniffled and flinched as Cicero swept by. I scratched at the blood on my fingernails and winced at the first intimations of a headache. The light in the atrium showed the first faint blush of dawn.

‘Whip him if you must, Cicero. Or have him strangled,’ I said. ‘It’s your right, after all, and no man would object. But save your voice for the trial. By shouting you only punish Rufus and me.’

Cicero went rigid and scowled at me. At least I had put a stop to his constant pacing.

‘Tiro may have acted stupidly and even immorally,’ I went on. ‘Or it may be that he simply acted like any young man eager for love. But there is no reason to believe that he betrayed you, betrayed us, at least knowingly. He was duped. It’s a very old story.’

For a moment Cicero seemed to grow calm, drawing deep breaths and staring at the floor. Then he exploded again. ‘How many times?’ he demanded, throwing his hands in the air. ‘How many?’ We had already gone over this, but the number of times seemed particularly to irritate him.

‘Five, I think. Maybe six,’ Tiro answered meekly, just as he had answered every other time Cicero asked the same question.

‘Beginning with the first time, the very first time I visited Caecilia Metella’s house. How could you have done such a thing? And then, to have gone on doing it in secret, behind my back, behind the backs of her father and her father’s patroness, in her very house! Had you no sense of decency? Of propriety? What if you had been discovered? I would have had no choice but to have given you the direst punishment on the spot! And I would have been held accountable. Her father could have brought suit against me, could have ruined me.’ His voice had grown so hoarse and grating it made me wince to hear it.

‘Hardly likely,’ Rufus yawned, ‘considering his circumstances.’

‘That makes no difference! Really, Tiro, I see no way out of this. Every suitable punishment I can think of is so severe that it makes me shudder. And yet I see no alternative.’

‘You could always forgive him,’ I suggested, rubbing my sore eyes.

‘No! No, no, no! If Tiro were some simple, ignorant labourer, a slave from the bottom rung, a man hardly better than a beast, then his behaviour might be excusable – he would still have to be punished, of course, but at least the crime would be comprehensible. But Tiro is an educated slave, more knowledgeable in the laws than many a citizen. What he did with the young Roscia was not the act of an ignorant creature of impulse, but the conscious choice of a well-taught slave whose master has clearly been much too lenient and much, much too trusting.’

‘Oh, in the name of jupiter, stop, Cicero!’ Rufus had finally reached his limit. I closed my eyes and rendered a prayer of thanks to the unseen gods that it was Rufus who had finally spoken and not me, for I had been biting my tongue so hard it nearly bled. ‘Can’t you see this is useless? Whatever crime Tiro has committed, it’s known only to those of us in this room, and to no one else who cares, at least so long as the girl keeps her mouth shut. It’s a matter to be handled between you and your slave. Sleep on it and put it out of your mind until after the trial, and meanwhile simply see that he’s kept away from the girl. As Gordianus says, save your voice and your anger for more important matters, such as saving Sextus Roscius. What matters now is discovering what Tiro told her and how the information got to our enemies.’

‘And why the girl would betray her own father.’ I looked wearily at Tiro. ‘Perhaps you have some idea about that.’

Tiro looked meekly at Cicero, as if to see whether he had permission to speak or even breathe. For a moment Cicero seemed on the verge of another outburst. Instead he only cursed and turned towards the dimly glowing atrium, tightly hugging himself as if to contain his fury.

‘Well, Tiro?’

‘It still seems impossible,’ he said softly, shaking his head. ‘Perhaps I’m mistaken. It’s only, when you said it had to be someone in this room who betrayed you, I thought to myself, not me, I’ve told no one, and then I realized I had told Roscia . . .’

‘Just as you told her all about me on the day I first interviewed Sextus Roscius,’ I said.

‘Yes.’

‘And the very next day Mallius Glaucia and another of Magnus’s thugs came to my house to frighten me off the case, killing my cat and leaving their message in its blood. Yes, it seems to me quite likely that your Roscia is the leak in our vessel.’

‘But how? She loves her father. She would do anything to help him.’

‘This is what she tells you?’

‘Yes. That was why she was always pressing me with questions about the investigation, asking what Cicero was doing to help her father. Sextus Roscius always made her leave the room when he talked business and wouldn’t tell her or her mother anything. She couldn’t stand not knowing.’

‘And so, in between, or during, or after your hurried little trysts, she plied you with detailed questions about her father’s defence.’

‘Yes. But you make it sound so sinister, so awkward and artificial.’

‘Oh, no, I’m sure she’s as smooth as burnished gold.’

‘You make her sound like an actor.’ He lowered his voice and glanced towards Cicero, who had turned his back and stepped into the atrium. ‘Or like a whore.’

I laughed. ‘Not like a whore, Tiro. You should know better than that.’ I saw him blush and look again towards Cicero, as if he expected me to mention Electra now and destroy him even further in his master’s eyes. ‘No,’ I said, ‘the motivations of a whore are always transparent, comprehensible precisely because they are suspect, bewitching only to a genuine fool, or to a man who devoutly wishes to be fooled.’ I rose from my chair, walked stiffly across the room, and laid my hand on his shoulder. ‘But even the wise may be taken in by that which seems young and innocent and fair. Especially if they are young and innocent themselves.’

Tiro glanced towards the atrium, where Cicero had stepped out of earshot. ‘Do you really think that’s all she wanted from me, Gordianus? Just a way to find out what I knew?’

I thought of what I had seen that first day at Caecilia’s, of the look on the girl’s face and the yearning arch of her naked body against the wall. I thought of the little leer that had flashed in the eyes of young Lucius Megarus at the memory of her stay in his father’s house in Ameria. ‘No, not entirely. If you mean, did she feel nothing at all when she was with you, I doubt that very much. Trust is seldom entirely pure, and neither is deceit.’

‘If she was collecting information,’ Rufus said, ‘perhaps she was passing it on in some innocent way herself. There might be a slave in the household she confides in, some spy placed there by Chrysogonus who plies her with questions the same way she plies Tiro.’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t think so. Tell me if I’m right, Tiro. So far you’ve only managed to see her whenever you could accompany one of us on an errand to Caecilia’s house, correct?’

‘Yes. . . .’ He drew out the word tenuously, as if he anticipated the next question.

‘But something tells me that Roscia made some proposal to meet you – tomorrow?’

‘Yes.’

‘But how did you know that?’ asked Rufus.

‘Because the trial draws very near. Whoever is gathering their information from Roscia would press her for more regular reports as the final day approaches. They can’t rely on the haphazard chance of Tiro being able to see her every day. They would press her to plan for a tryst. True, Tiro?’

‘Yes.’

‘And tomorrow is here already,’ I said, looking into the garden where Cicero was still composing himself. The light had changed from rose to ochre and was rapidly fading to white. Already the coolness of the night was receding. ‘When and where, Tiro?’

He looked towards his master, who still gave no sign of hearing, then let out a deep sigh. ‘On the Palatine. Near Caecilia Metella’s house there’s a patch of ground with trees and grass, an open park between two houses; I’m to meet her there at three hours after noon. I told her it might be impossible. She said that if I was with you or with Rufus I should tell you that I had an urgent errand to run for Cicero, or vice versa. She said she was sure I could think of something.’

‘And now you won’t have to. Because I’m going with you.’

‘What?’ It was Cicero, outraged, stepping into the room.

‘Out of the question! Impossible! There will be no more contact between them.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘there will be. Because I say so. Because every minute from now until the trial my life is at stake, and I will leave no path that might lead to the truth unexplored.’

‘But we know the truth already.’

‘Do we? Just as you knew the truth an hour ago, before Tiro made his confession? There is always more of the truth to discover, and more and more and more. Meanwhile I suggest we all try to get some sleep. We have a busy day ahead. Rufus has business in the Forum, Tiro and I have an appointment with the young Roscia. And tonight, while you, Cicero, work on your notes and polish your oration and drink leek soup, the three of us shall attend a little party given by the gracious Chrysogonus in his mansion on the Palatine. Now good morning, Cicero, and if you will show me to a place where I might sleep, good night.’
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How long my host slept or whether he slept at all I never knew; I only know that when Tiro came to wake me gently that afternoon in my tiny cubicle opposite the study, I heard Cicero declaiming in his harsh, reedy voice as he paced back and forth in the tiny garden.

‘Consider, gentlemen, that story from not so long ago of a certain Titus Cloelius of Tarracina, a pleasant town you’ll find sixty miles southeast of Rome on the Appian Way. One night he finished his dinner and then went to bed in the same room as his two grown sons. The next morning he was discovered with his throat slashed. Investigation uncovered no suspects or motives; the sons insisted they had both slept without hearing a thing. Yet they were charged with parricide – and indeed, the circumstances were certainly suspicious. How, the prosecution argued, could they have slept through such an event without waking? Why did they not rouse themselves and defend their father? And what sort of murderer would have dared to venture into that room with three sleeping men with the intent of killing one and then disappearing?

‘And yet the good judges acquitted the sons and cleared them of all suspicion. And what was the conclusive bit of evidence? The sons were found the next morning fast asleep. How could this be so, it was argued, and the judges unanimously agreed, if they were guilty? For what man could first commit a crime unspeakable and repugnant before every law of god or man, and then afterwards fall blissfully asleep? Surely, it was argued, men who have perpetrated so outrageous an offence against heaven and earth could not possibly have slept soundly in the same room, snoring beside the still-warm corpse of their father. And so the two sons of Titus Cloelius were acquitted. . . .

‘Yes, yes, that part’s very good, very good, not a word needs changing.’

He loudly cleared his throat, then whispered rapidly to himself before raising his voice again. ‘Legend tells us of sons who killed their mothers to avenge their fathers: Orestes who slew Clytemnestra to avenge Agamemnon, Alcmaeon who murdered Eriphyle to avenge Amphiaraus . . . or was it Amphiaraus who killed Eriphyle? No, no, that’s right. . . . And yet even when these men are said to have acted in accordance with divine will, obeying oracles and the very voices of the gods, even so the Furies haunted them afterwards, ruthlessly depriving them of all rest, for such is the nature, even when justified by committing an act of filial duty on behalf of a murdered father, of the nature . . . No, no, wait, that won’t do. No, it doesn’t make sense at all. Too many words, too many words . . .’

‘Shall I open the curtains?’ Tiro asked. I sat on the divan, rubbing my eyes and licking my parched lips. The room was like an oven, oppressively hot and airless. The yellow curtains were suffused with a light as harsh as Cicero’s voice.

‘Absolutely not,’ I said. ‘Then I’d have to watch him as well as listen. Besides, I’m not sure I could stand the brightness. Is there anything to drink?’

He walked to a small table and poured me a cup of water from a silver ewer.

‘What time is it, Tiro?’

‘The ninth hour of the day – two hours past noon.’

‘Ah, then we have an hour before our appointment. Is Rufus up?’

‘Rufus Messalla has been down at the Forum for hours. Cicero gave him a whole list of errands.’

‘And my slave?’

Tiro smiled demurely. What had Bethesda done – kissed him on the cheek, flattered him, teased him, or simply flashed her eyes? ‘I’m not sure where she is now. Cicero gave orders that she needn’t do anything except attend to your needs, but she volunteered to help in the kitchen this morning. Until the head cook insisted that she leave.’

‘Screaming after her and tossing pots, I assume.’

‘Something like that.’

‘Ah, well, if you see the steward tell him he can confine her to my room if he wants. Let her sit here and listen to Cicero declaiming all day. That should be punishment enough for any broken bowls.’

Tiro frowned to show his disapproval of my sarcasm. A slight breeze wafted the yellow curtains and carried Cicero’s voice with it: ‘And it is because of the very enormity of the crime of parricide that it must be quite irrefutably proven before any reasonable man will believe it. For what madman, what utterly debauched wreckage of manhood would bring upon himself and his house such a curse, not only of the populace but of the heavens? You know, good Romans, that what I say is true: such is the power of the blood that binds a man to his own flesh that a single drop of it creates a stain that can never be washed away. It penetrates into the heart of a parricide and plants madness and fury in a soul that must already be utterly depraved. . . . Oh, yes, that’s it, exactly. By Hercules, that’s good!’

‘In case you want to wash your face, I brought a bowl of water and a towel,’ Tiro said, indicating the little table beside the divan. ‘And since you didn’t bring any clothes with you, I looked around the house and found a few things that I think will fit. They’ve been worn, of course, but they’re clean.’

He gathered up the tunics and laid them on the divan beside me for my inspection. They could not have been Cicero’s, whose torso was much longer and narrower than my own; I suspected they had been made for Tiro. Even the simplest tunic was better stitched and of finer material than my best toga. The night before, Cicero himself had given me a loose sleeveless gown to wear when he had shown me to my bed; apparently he was unaware that it was possible to sleep wearing nothing. As for the bloodstained tunic I had worn to his door, hastily thrown on as Bethesda and I made our escape, it had apparently been gathered from the floor of my room while I slept and thrown away.

While I washed and dressed, Tiro fetched bread and a bowl of fruit from the kitchen. I ate it all and sent him for more. I was famished, and neither the heat nor even Cicero’s constant droning and repetitions and self-congratulations could spoil my appetite.

At last I stepped past the curtains with Tiro into the bright sunlight of the garden. Cicero looked up from his text, but before he could utter a word Rufus appeared behind him.

‘Cicero, Gordianus, listen to this. You won’t believe it. It’s a positive scandal.’ Cicero turned towards him and raised an eyebrow. ‘Of course it’s only hearsay, but surely somehow we can verify it. Do you know what the estates of Sextus Roscius, all combined, are worth?’

Cicero mildly shrugged and passed the question to me.

‘A string of farms,’ I calculated, ‘some of them on prime land near the confluence of the Tiber and the Nar; an expensive villa on the main estate near Ameria; a bit of property in the city – at least four million sesterces.’

Rufus shook his head. ‘Closer to six million. And what do you think Chrysogonus – yes, it was the Golden-Born himself, not Capito or Magnus – what do you think he paid for the whole package at auction? Two thousand sesterces. Two thousand!’

Cicero was visibly shocked. ‘Impossible,’ he said. ‘Even Crassus isn’t that greedy.’

‘Or that obvious,’ I said. ‘Where did you find this out?’

Rufus coloured. ‘That’s the problem. And the scandal! It was one of the official auctioneers who told me. He handled the bid himself.’

Cicero threw his hands up. ‘The man would never testify!’

Rufus seemed hurt. ‘Of course not. But at least he was willing to talk to me. And I’m certain he wasn’t exaggerating.’

‘It makes no difference. What we need is a record of the sale. And of course the name of Sextus Roscius on the proscription lists.’

Rufus shrugged. ‘I’ve searched all day, and there’s nothing. Of course the official records are a disaster. You can tell they’ve been rifled through, marked and remarked and, for all anyone knows, stolen altogether. Between the civil wars and the proscriptions, the state’s records are an impossible mess.’

Cicero pensively stroked his lip. ‘We know that if the name of Sextus Roscius was inserted into the proscription lists, it was a fraud. And yet if it’s there it would acquit his son.’

‘And if it’s not, how can Capito and Chrysogonus justify keeping the property?’ said Rufus.

‘Which,’ I interrupted, ‘is no doubt why Chrysogonus and company want Sextus dead and out of the way entirely, and if possible by legal means. Once the family is wiped out there’ll be no one to challenge them, and the question of proscription or murder will be moot. The scandal is self-evident to anyone who even casually inquires after the truth; that’s why they’ve grown so desperate, and so crude. Their only strategy is to silence anyone who knows or cares.’

‘And yet,’ said Cicero, ‘it strikes me more and more that they care nothing for the opinion of the populace, or even for the decisions of the court. Their chief objective is to hide the scandal from Sulla. By Hercules, I honestly believe he knows nothing of it, and they desperately want to keep it that way.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘And no doubt they’re counting on your own sense of self-preservation to keep you from opening an ugly scandal before the Rostra. You can’t possibly cut your way to the truth without dragging in Sulla’s name. You’ll embarrass him at the least, implicate him at worst. There’s no way to accuse the exslave without insulting his friend and former master.’

‘Really, Gordianus, do you think so little of my oratorical skills? I shall be treading the dagger’s blade, of course. But Diodotus taught me to appreciate tact as well as truth. In the hands of a wise and honest advocate, only the guilty need fear the weapons of rhetoric, and a truly wise orator never turns them against himself.’ He gave me his most self-confident smile, but I thought to myself that what I had heard of his speech so far only skirted the periphery of the scandal. Shocking the audience with inexplicable tales of corpses murdered in the night and lulling them with legends was one thing; dropping the name of Sulla, by Hercules, was quite another.

I glanced at the sundial. Half an hour remained before the young Roscia would begin to grow impatient. I took my leave of Rufus and Cicero and laid my hand on Tiro’s shoulder as we departed. Behind me I heard Cicero launch immediately into his oration, regaling Rufus with his favourite parts: ‘For what madman, what utterly debauched wreckage of manhood would bring upon himself and his house such a curse, not only of the populace but of the heavens? You know, good Romans, that what I say is true. . . .’ I glanced over my shoulder and saw that Rufus was following every word and gesture with a gaze of rapt adoration.

I suddenly realized that Cicero had not said a word to Tiro before we departed, and had only registered a cold nod of dismissal when Tiro had turned to leave. Whatever further words had transpired between them concerning Tiro’s conduct were never shared with me, and if there had been a formal punishment I was not told of it, either by Tiro or by Cicero; and not once, at least in my presence, did Cicero ever again make reference to the affair.



 

Tiro was silent as we crossed the Forum and ascended the Palatine. As we approached the trysting place, he grew increasingly agitated, and his face became as morose as an actor’s mask. When we came within sight of the little park, he touched my sleeve and paused.

‘Will you let me see her alone, only for a moment? Please?’ he asked with his head bowed and his eyes lowered, as a slave begs permission.

I took a deep breath. ‘Yes, of course. But only for a moment. Say nothing to send her running.’ I stood beneath the shade of a willow tree and watched him step quickly into the passage between the high walls of neighbouring mansions. He disappeared into the foliage, hidden by yew trees and a great effusion of roses.

What he said to her in that green arbour, I never knew. When the time came that I might have asked him, I did not, and he never volunteered it. Perhaps Cicero interrogated him later and learned the details, but it seems unlikely. Sometimes even a slave may possess a secret, though the world allows him to possess nothing else.

I waited only a short while, and not as long as I intended; with each passing instant I imagined the girl fleeing through the park’s farther exit, until I could no longer stand still. There would never be a good time to get the truth from her, but this was the best opportunity I could hope for.

The little park was shaded and cool, but choked with dust. Dust clung to the parched leaves of the roses and the ivy that crept up the walls. Dust rose underfoot where the grass had withered and worn thin. Twigs snapped and leaves crackled as I pushed my way through; they heard me coming, though I stepped as softly as I could. I glimpsed them through the tangle and in the next moment found them sitting together on a low stone bench. The girl stared up at me with the eyes of a frightened animal. She would have bolted were it not for Tiro’s hand closed fast around her wrist.

‘Who are you?’ She glared at me and grimaced as she tried to pull her hand free. She looked at Tiro, but he would not look back, staring instead into the tangled leaves.

She sat absolutely still then, but I could see the panic and the furious calculation behind her eyes. ‘I’ll scream,’ she said quietly. ‘If no one else hears, the guards around Caecilia’s house will. They’ll come if they hear me screaming.’

‘No,’ I said, taking a step back and speaking softly to calm her. ‘You’re not going to scream. You’re going to talk.’

‘Who are you?’

‘You know who I am.’

‘Yes, I do. You’re the one they call the Finder.’

‘That’s right. And you have been found, Roscia Majora.’

She chewed her lip and narrowed her eyes. For such a pretty girl it was remarkable how unpleasant she could make her face. ‘I don’t know what you mean. So you found me sitting with this slave – he’s Cicero’s slave, isn’t he? He lured me here, he told me he had a message from his master about my father—’

She spoke not in the tentative tone of one fabricating a lie for later use, but as if it were the truth she spoke even as she invented it. I could see she had much experience in lying. Tiro still would not look at her. ‘Please,’ he whispered. ‘Gordianus, can I go now?’

‘Absolutely not. I’ll need you here to tell me when she’s lying. Besides, you’re my witness. Leave me alone with her and she’s likely to invent sordid stories about my conduct.’

‘A slave can’t be a witness,’ she snapped.

‘Of course he can. I suppose they don’t teach Roman law to farmers’ daughters in Ameria, do they? A slave is a perfectly reliable witness, so long as his testimony is obtained under torture. Indeed, the law requires that a slave bearing witness must be tortured. So I hope you won’t scream and begin inventing trouble, Roscia Majora. Even if what you feel for Tiro is no more than contempt, I don’t think you’d want to be responsible for having him racked and burned with irons.’

She glared at me. ‘A monster, that’s what you are. Just like the rest. I despise all of you.’

The answer came effortlessly to my lips, but I paused for a long moment before saying it, knowing that after it was spoken there would be no turning back. ‘But your father most of all.’

‘I don’t know what you mean.’ There was a catch in her breath, and the anger that shielded her face abruptly vanished to reveal the pain beneath. She was a child after all, despite her craftiness. She fumbled about, trying to cover herself with that bitter shield and only half succeeding, so that when she spoke again it was as if she were half-naked, brazenly hostile, but with her vulnerability painfully exposed.

‘What is it that you want?’ she whispered harshly. ‘Why did you come here? Why can’t you just leave us alone? Tell him, Tiro.’ She reached for the arm that held her wrist and tenderly caressed it, glancing at Tiro and then casting her eyes demurely to the ground. The gesture seemed both calculating and sincere, manipulative and yet truly longing for tenderness in return. Tiro blushed to the roots of his hair. From the whiteness of his knuckles and the sudden grimace on Roscia’s face, I saw that he was squeezing her wrist painfully tight, perhaps not even knowing it.

‘Tell him, Tiro,’ she gasped, and no man could have said for certain whether the tears in her voice were genuine or not.

‘Tiro has already told me enough.’ I looked straight at her but shut my eyes to the pain on her face. I made my voice cold and hard. ‘Whom do you meet when you leave Caecilia’s house – I mean, besides Tiro? Is it here on this spot that you give your father’s secrets to the wolves who want to see him flayed alive? Tell me, you foolish child! What sort of bribe could convince you to betray your own flesh?’

‘My own flesh!’ she shrieked. ‘Betray my own flesh? I have no flesh! This is my father’s flesh, this!’ she tore her hand from Tiro’s grasp, pushed up her sleeve and pinched a handful of the flesh on her arm. ‘This flesh, this is his flesh!’ she said again, pulling up the hem of her gown to show me her bare white legs, pinching at the taut flesh as if she could tear it from the bone. ‘And this, and this! Not mine, but his!’ she shouted, tearing at herself, at her cheeks and hands and hair. When she pulled at the neck of her gown to bare her breasts, Tiro stopped her. He would have embraced her, but she slapped him away.

‘Do you understand?’ She shook as if she wept, but no tears came from her sparking, feverish eyes.

‘Yes,’ I said. Tiro sat beside her, shaking his head, still confused.

‘Do you really understand?’ A single tear sprang from one eye and threaded its way down her cheek.

I swallowed and slowly nodded. ‘When did it begin?’

‘When I was Minora’s age. That’s why —’ Suddenly she sobbed and could not speak.

‘Minora – the little one, your sister?’

She nodded. Tiro at last understood. His lips quivered. His eyes grew dark.

‘So this is your revenge – to help his enemies however you can.’

‘Liar! You said you understood! Not revenge – Minora . . .’

‘To save your sister from him, then.’

She nodded, turning her face in shame. Tiro watched her with a look of utter helplessness, moving his hands as if to touch her but afraid to. I could not bear to watch them both at once and turned my face to the empty, endlessly burning sky above.

A breeze wafted through the park, causing the leaves to hiss and then subside. Somewhere far away a woman shouted, and then all was quiet. Deep within the silence one could still make out the distant murmur of the city below. A single bird flew high overhead and bisected the heavens.

‘How did they come to you? How did they know?’

‘A man . . . it was here . . . one day.’ She no longer sobbed, but her voice was thin and broken. ‘I’ve come here every afternoon since we came to the city. It’s the only place that reminds me of home, of the country. One day a man came – they must have been watching Caecilia’s house, they knew I was his daughter. He scared me at first. Then we talked. Gossip, he called it, trying to make it sound innocent when he started talking about my father, as if he were just a curious neighbour. He must have thought he was so subtle, or else he thought I was an idiot, the way he started asking questions. He offered me a stupid little necklace, the kind of thing Caecilia would throw out with the rubbish. I told him to put it away and stop insulting me. I told him I wasn’t stupid and I knew just what he wanted. Oh, no, no, he says, and put on such a show I wanted to spit in his face. I told him to stop it, just to stop it! I knew what he wanted. I told him I knew he came from old Capito or Magnus, and he acted as if he’d never heard of them. I don’t care, I told him. I know what you want. And I’ll help you however I can. Finally he got it through his head. You should have seen his face.’

I stared into the ivy above her head, into the dense, dust-choked darkness, the domain of wasps and snails and the myriad smaller forms of life devouring and redevouring one another. ‘And you still come here every afternoon.’

‘Yes.’

‘And the same man always comes.’

‘Yes. And then I send him away, so I can be alone.’

‘And you tell him everything.’

‘Everything. What my father ate for breakfast. What my father said to my mother in their bed last night while I listened at the door. Every time Cicero or Rufus visits and what they say.’

‘And all the little secrets you can worm out of Tiro?’

She hesitated for just an instant. ‘Yes, that too.’

‘Such as my name, and the reasons Cicero hired me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Such as the fact that I asked Cicero to hire a guard for my house?’

‘Oh, yes. That was just yesterday. He questioned me very closely about that. He wanted to know very precisely what Tiro had told me, the exact details.’

‘And of course you’re very good at getting the exact details and remembering them.’

She looked straight at me. Her face had grown hard again. ‘Yes. Very good. I forget nothing. Nothing.’

I shook my head. ‘But what can you gain from it? What about your own life? What future can you have without your father?’

‘No worse than the past, no more horrible than all the years he made me . . . all the years I was his. . . .’

Tiro again tried to comfort her, and again she pushed him away.

‘But even if you hate him with such a murderous hatred, what life will you have, you and your mother and little Minora, if this thing runs its course? With no one to turn to, reduced to beggars—’

‘We’re beggars now.’

‘But your father may be acquitted. If that happens, there’s a chance we can restore his estates.’

She looked at me hard, considering what I said, weighing it while her face showed no expression. Then she delivered her judgment. ‘It makes no difference. If you offered me the choice of doing what I’ve done, or going back to the way things were before, then I’m still not sorry for it. I’d do it all again. I would betray him in every way I could. I would do anything to help his enemies put him to death. Already he’s begun to move on her. I can see from the way he watches her when my mother leaves the room. The look in his eyes – sometimes he looks at Minora, and then at me, and he smiles. Can you imagine? He smiles to show me that he knows I understand. He smiles to remind me of all the times he’s taken his pleasure with me. He smiles, thinking of all the pleasure over all the years that he could take from Minora. Even now, with his life almost over, he still thinks about it. Perhaps it’s all he thinks about. So far I’ve kept her away from him – by guile, by lying; once I even threatened him with a knife. But do you know what I think? If they condemn him to death, it’s the last thing he’ll manage to do. Even if he has to do it in front of his executioners, he’ll find some way to rip off her clothes and put himself inside her.’

She shivered and swayed as if she might faint. In her helplessness she allowed Tiro to embrace her shoulders gently. Her voice was distant and hollow, as if it came from the moon. ‘He smiles because a part of him still believes they’ll never kill him. He thinks he’ll live forever, and if that’s true then there’s no way I can hope to stop him.’

I shook my head. ‘You hate him so much you don’t care whom your treachery hurts or how many innocent men you destroy. Twice now I might have been killed, because of you.’

She blanched, but only for an instant. ‘No man who helps my father is innocent,’ she said dully. Tiro’s embrace began to loosen.

‘And any man is worthy of your body if he can be of use to you?’

‘Yes! Yes, and I have no shame for it! My father has every right to me, so the law says. I’m just a girl, I’m nothing, I’m the dirt beneath his fingernails, hardly better than a slave. What weapons do I have? What can I use to protect Minora? Only my body. Only my wits. So I use them.’

‘Even if your treachery means my death?’

‘Yes! If that’s the price – if others have to die.’ She began to cry again, realizing what she had said. ‘Though I never thought, I never knew. It’s only him I hate.’

‘And whom do you love, Roscia Majora?’

She struggled to quiet her weeping. ‘Minora,’ she whispered.

‘And no one else?’

‘No one.’

‘What about the boy in Ameria, Lucius Megarus?’

‘How do you know about him?’

‘And Lucius’s father, the good farmer Titus, your father’s best friend in the world?’

‘That’s a lie,’ she snapped. ‘Nothing happened with him.’

‘You mean you offered yourself, and he refused you.’ I was almost as surprised as Tiro when her silence admitted the truth. He pulled away from her entirely. She seemed not to notice.

‘Who else has known your favours, Roscia Majora? Other slaves in Caecilia’s household, in return for spying on your father? The spy who meets you here, this creature of the enemy, what about him? What happens after you give him the information he wants?’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said dully. She was no longer weeping now, but sullen.

I sighed. ‘Tiro means nothing to you, does he?’

‘Nothing,’ she said.

‘He was only a tool that you used?’

She looked into my eyes. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Nothing more than that. A slave. A foolish boy. A tool.’ She began to look at him, then turned away.

‘Please—’ Tiro began.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘You can go now, Tiro. We’ll both go. There’s nothing more to say.’

He did not attempt to touch her again, nor did he look at her. We stepped between the tangled leaves until we emerged into the slanting rays of the afternoon sun. Tiro shook his head, kicking at the dirt. ‘Gordianus, forgive me,’ he began, but I cut him short.

‘Not now, Tiro,’ I said, as gently as I could. ‘Our little tryst is not quite over. I suspect we are being watched even now – no, don’t look over your shoulder; look straight ahead and notice nothing. Every afternoon, she said. She would not have seen the man before your visit; she will see him after. He’s only waiting for us to leave. Follow me to that willow tree that stands at the corner of Caecilia’s house. If we stand behind it, I think we shall be able to watch the approach to Roscia’s hiding place unobserved.’

We did not have long to wait. Only moments later a man in a black tunic stole across the open street and disappeared into the green defile. I motioned for Tiro to follow. We hurried back and made our way into the greenery until I began to hear their voices. I motioned for Tiro to stop. I strained my ears but caught only a few words before I glimpsed Roscia in a break between the yew trees. As luck would have it she saw me as well. For an instant I thought she would be silent, but she was loyal to her father’s enemies to the end.

‘Go!’ she shouted. ‘Run! They’ve come back!’

There was a sound of crashing foliage as the man blundered towards us.

‘No!’ she screamed. ‘Go the other way.’ But the man was too panic-stricken to hear. He crashed headlong into my arms, butting his head against mine and knocking me to the ground. An instant later he was on his feet again, knocking Tiro aside. Tiro ran after him, but the pursuit was useless. I followed and met him in the open street, returning with a defeated look on his face and streaming sweat. He was holding his forearm, where a thorn on one of the rose bushes had scratched him.

‘I tried, Gordianus, but I couldn’t catch him.’

‘Good; if you had you’d probably have got a knife in your ribs. It makes no difference. I got a close enough look at his face.’

‘Yes?’

‘A familiar face in the Subura, and in the Forum for that matter. A hireling of Gaius Erucius the prosecutor. I thought as much. Erucius stops at nothing to obtain his evidence.’

We made our way wearily down the slope of the Palatine, and though the way was downhill it nevertheless seemed long and hard. For interrogating the girl so harshly I felt a deep and bitter shame, but I had done it for Tiro’s sake. He had loved her before; the revelation of her suffering made him love her even more – I had seen it blossom before my eyes. Such a hopeless passion could only bring him unending pain and regret. Only her own rejection could set him free, and so I had striven to stir up all her bitterness for him to see. But now I began to wonder if Roscia had conspired with me for Tiro’s sake, for the final look she had given me before she spoke had told me she understood, and when she spoke of Tiro with such naked scorn it may have been the truth, or it may have been the last gift of tenderness she could give him.
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We returned to the house on the Capitoline to find Rufus gone. Cicero was resting, but had left word that I should be shown to him at once. While Tiro quietly busied himself in the study, Old Tiro, the doorkeeper, led me deeper into the house, into a region I had not seen before.

Cicero’s bedchamber was as austere as the one he had given me. The only concession to luxury was the small private garden which opened onto the room, in which a tiny fountain sparkled and wept, reflecting in gentle waves the pensive face of the Minerva which stood over it. Cicero’s idea of rest was apparently to work lying down rather than standing up. I found him lying flat on his back, poring over a sheaf of parchment in his hands. More bits of parchment lay scattered about the floor.

I told him in cold, simple language the facts of Roscia’s treachery – her father’s abuse, her bitterness, Gaius Erucius’s wiliness in turning the girl’s desperation to his own advantage. The news seemed to have no effect on Cicero at all. He asked a few questions for clarification, nodded to show that he understood, then resumed reading with a curt wave of dismissal.

I stood over him, puzzled and uncertain, wondering if the revelation of Roscius’s character could have no effect on him at all. ‘It means nothing to you?’ I finally said.

‘What?’ He wrinkled his brow in irritation, but did not look up.

‘Parricide or not, what kind of man is this Sextus Roscius?’

Cicero lowered the parchment to his chest and met my gaze for a long moment before he spoke. ‘Gordianus, listen to me carefully. At this moment I have no interest in weighing the character of Sextus Roscius, or in assessing his moral peccadillos. The information you’ve brought me yields nothing that might be of help to me in my preparations; I have no use for it. I have no time for it – no time for anything that distracts from the simple, closed circle of logic I’m striving so earnestly to build in Sextus Roscius’s defence. Your duty, Gordianus, is to help me build that edifice, not to go kicking at its foundation or pulling out bricks I’ve already mortared in place. Do you understand?’

He didn’t bother to see whether I nodded or not. With a sigh and a wave he dismissed me and went back to studying his notes.



 

I found Bethesda in my bedchamber. She was busy staining her nails with a new henna compound she had discovered at a market near the Circus Flaminius, where she had spent most of the day strolling and gossiping. She was just finishing her big toe. She sat leaning forwards with her leg bent so that her gown folded back to bare her thigh. She smiled and wiggled her toes like a child.

I stepped close to her and stroked her hair with the back of my hand. She narrowed her eyes and raised her cheek, brushing the soft, smooth skin against my knuckles. I felt like an animal suddenly, weary of thoughts and craving only to sink into the body’s sensations.

Instead I found myself beset by confusion. The image of Roscia kept flitting at the edges of my mind, inflaming me, making my face burn with a heat that was neither purely lust nor shame but both mixed together. I ran my hand over Bethesda’s flesh, closed my eyes and saw the girl’s naked, quivering body locked between the wall and Tiro’s thrusting flanks. I put my lips to Bethesda’s ear; she sighed and I shuddered because I imagined I heard her whisper the little girl’s name, ‘Minora, Minora.’ Surely I had seen the child when I first interviewed Sextus Roscius, but I couldn’t remember her face at all. I could only see Roscia’s face contorted with anguish while I interrogated her, the same look she had worn when Tiro had his way with her.

Lust, shame; ecstasy, anguish; all things were one thing, and even my own body was no longer distinct as it melted into Bethesda’s. She clamped her cool thighs around my sex and squeezed, laughing softly. I remembered young Lucius on the road to Ameria, smirking and blushing; I pictured Roscia, her thighs still wet with Lucius’s seed, offering herself to the boy’s father. How had Titus Megarus refused her – with a sigh of regret, a shudder of loathing, a hard fatherly slap across her face? I saw the brutal, farm-hardened hands of Sextus Roscius slithering between the girl’s cool thighs, his calluses rasping against her sleek flesh. I shut my eyes tight and saw his eyes staring back at me as hot as coals. Bethesda embraced me and cooed in my ear and asked why I shivered.

When the crisis came I pulled myself from her and spent myself between her legs, flooding the sheets already crumpled and moist from the steam of our bodies. A great void opened and then winked shut. My head lay between her breasts, which gently heaved like the deck of a ship far at sea. Slowly, slowly she withdrew her henna-stained nails from my back, like a cat retracting its claws. Above the sound of her heartbeat in my ear I heard a thin voice from the garden:

‘Nature and the gods demand absolute obedience to the father. Wise men declare, to their credit, that even a mere facial gesture can be a breach of duty . . . no, no, I’ve been over that part enough. Where is it, the section where I . . . Tiro, come and help me! Ah, here: But let us now turn to the part played by this Chrysogonus – hardly born golden, as his foreign name suggests, but born rather of the basest metal, disguised and cheaply gilded by his own insidious efforts, like a tin vessel plated with pilfered gold. . . .’

 

The party at Chrysogonus’s mansion did not begin until after sunset. By that time Cicero had already eaten and changed into his nightclothes. Most of the slaves were asleep, and the house was darkened except for the rooms where Cicero would work on his oration before retiring to bed. At my urging he had begrudgingly stationed some of his sturdier slaves to keep watch from the roof and to guard the foyer. It seemed unlikely that our enemies would dare to strike at Cicero directly, but they had already shown themselves capable of terror and bloodshed beyond my expectations.

I had originally thought that Tiro and I might accompany Rufus in the guise of his slaves, but that seemed out of the question now; there was every reason to think that someone among the guests might recognize one or both of us. Instead, Rufus was to attend the party on his own, leaving from his family’s house and arriving with his own retinue. Tiro and I would wait in the shadows outside.

The house of Chrysogonus was only a short walk from Caecilia’s mansion and very near Tiro’s trysting place with Roscia. In the dying light I saw him glance furtively into the dense shadows as we passed, as if she might still be waiting for him there. He slowed his pace until he stopped entirely, staring into the darkness. I allowed it for a moment, then tugged at his sleeve. He gave a start, looked at me dumbly, then quickly followed.

The entrance to Chrysogonus’s mansion was alive with sound and light. Torches surrounded the portico, some placed in sconces, others held by slaves. A group of slaves playing lyres, cymbals, and flutes stood nearby as a constant stream of guests arrived. Most of them were carried in litters by slaves left gasping from the climb up the hill. Some who lived on the Palatine were modest enough to come on foot, surrounded by hosts of fawning, superfluous attendants and slaves.

Litter bearers, having delivered their masters, were sent trotting around the corner to the back of the house. Attendant slaves were dispersed to whatever place slaves are sent to congregate and wait while their masters are entertained. The evening was warm; many of the guests lingered on the threshold to listen to the players. Their music seemed to float in the twilight sweeter than bird song. Chrysogonus could afford to purchase the best.

‘Out of our way!’ The voice was familiar and came from behind us. Tiro and I leaped aside as a lumbering litter swept by. It was an open sedan carried by ten slaves. The passengers were none other than Rufus chaperoned by his half-brother, Hortensius. It was Rufus who had called out; he seemed to be having a fine time, laughing and flashing a conspiratorial grin at us as he passed. From the flush in the cheeks I suspected he had already been drinking to fortify himself for the evening.

Hortensius, luckily, was looking the other way and did not see us. If he had, he would certainly have recognized me. I suddenly realized how conspicuous we were and pulled Tiro into the deep shadow beneath the overhanging branches of a fig tree. There we waited for some time, watching the revellers and their retinues arrive and disappear within the house. Chrysogonus, if he was greeting his guests in person, was doing so within the foyer; no handsome blond demigod showed himself on the steps.

At last the rush of guests slowed and dwindled until it seemed that everyone must have arrived, and yet the torchbearers remained stiffly in place and the musicians continued to play. The scene became uncanny and slightly unreal and then eerie: on a deserted street bathed by moonlight, unattended slaves in opulent clothing made light and music for an invisible audience. The guest of honour had not yet arrived.

At last I heard the tramp of many feet. I looked back, to the way we had come, and saw a box of yellow gauze approaching in the darkness, bright and fluttering as if it were borne on invisible waves. It seemed to float without any means of propulsion or support, and for one brief moment the illusion was absolutely convincing, as if all had been contrived to fool my eyes at that very instant.

Then waves of motion took shape about the yellow box. For a confused moment the waves were only that, suggestions of something still unseen; then they abruptly became flesh. The litter bearers, to a man, were Nubians. Their skin was absolutely black and they were dressed in black loincloths and black sandals. In shadow they were very nearly invisible; when they stepped beneath the rising moon they seemed to swallow the light, giving back only a dull gleam to mark the width of their massive shoulders. There were twelve of them in all, six on either side, far more than needed to carry a private box with a single occupant. The strength of their numbers allowed them to move with uncanny smoothness. Behind them came a large retinue of slaves, attendants, secretaries, bodyguards, and hangers-on. It might be true, as Rufus claimed, that Sulla had taken to crossing the Forum alone in broad daylight, but at night he still moved through the streets with all the pomp and precaution requisite to a dictator of the Republic.

At last Chrysogonus showed himself. As the retinue approached, one of the torchbearers on the portico dashed into the house. A moment later Chrysogonus, dressed all in yellow and gold, stepped out onto the portico. Somehow, in my various dealings, I had never seen him before, only heard of his reputation. He was indeed quite strikingly handsome, tall and strongly built, with golden hair, a broad jaw, and glittering blue eyes. In the wavering torchlight I read the shifting mask of his face: anxious and uncertain at first, like any host awaiting a tardy guest of honour, then suddenly harsh and intense, as if mustering his strength, and then suffused with a charm so abrupt and overpowering that it was difficult to imagine any other expression on his face. He made a slight motion with one hand. The musicians, whose playing had flagged, abruptly played louder and with more spirit.

The litter arrived and came to a halt. The Nubians lowered their burden. A man-at-arms cast back the yellow gauze that shielded the occupant of the box. Sulla arose, smiling, corpulent, his ruddy face shining in the torchlight. He wore an elaborate robe of Asiatic design, an affectation he had acquired during his campaigns against Mithridates; it was in shades of green embroidered with silver. His hair, once as fair as Chrysogonus’s, was thick and faded, a pale yellow like millet porridge.

Chrysogonus stepped forwards to greet him, bowing slightly. They embraced. They spoke briefly, laughing and smiling. They put their arms around each other’s shoulders and disappeared into the house.

The litter bearers were dismissed. The retinue, casually sorting themselves into ranks of importance, followed their master into the house. The musicians, still playing, followed them. The torchbearers followed last, leaving behind two of their number to flank the door and cast a diminished light of welcome for any late arrivals. From within came a muted sound of clapping and cheering. The soul of the party had arrived.

 

Two days before, Rufus had shown me the exterior of Chrysogonus’s mansion, pointing out each entrance and explaining as best he could remember the placement of the rooms within. On the northward side, around the corner from the portico and shielded by a stand of cypress trees from the grounds in the rear, there was a small wooden door recessed in the wall. It led, so Rufus thought, into a pantry adjoining the vast kitchens at the back of the house. We were to wait there until Rufus came, unless he managed on his own to find the slaves of Sextus Roscius, Felix and Chrestus, in which case he would send them to us. Darkness hid us from the street. The cypress trees concealed us from the litter bearers who idled in the open space between the house and the stables. The house itself had no windows at all on the northern side, only a deserted, unlit balcony on the upper storey.

I was afraid that Tiro would become agitated, unused as he was to sitting idle in the dark, but he seemed quite content to lean against the bole of a tree and stare into the night. He had said almost nothing to me since our tryst with Roscia. He was wounded more deeply than he showed. Occasionally he glanced at me and then quickly away, his dark eyes flashing.

It seemed that we waited a very long time. Music from within mingled with the sound of crickets, and at some point I heard voices declaiming, interrupted at regular intervals by bursts of laughter and applause. Finally the door flew open. I stiffened against the tree, ready to run, but it was only a slave girl lugging a pail of dirty water. She blindly flung it into the darkness, then spun around and slammed the door behind her. Tiro brushed his legs where the farthest-flung drops had spattered the hem of his tunic. I reached into my sleeve and felt the handle of my knife – the same knife the mute son of Polia had given me on the street of the House of Swans long ago, it seemed, and far away.

I was almost dozing when the door at last opened again. I clutched the knife and sat upright. The door creaked quietly on its hinges, swinging open with such conspicuous stealth that I knew it must be either Rufus or else assassins come to murder us.

‘Gordianus?’ A voice whispered.

‘Step outside, Rufus. Close the door behind you.’

He closed it with the same exaggerated stealth and then stood blinking like a mole, unable yet to see in the darkness despite the bright moon.

‘Have you found them yet?’ I asked.

‘They’re in the house, yes. Or at least there are two slaves called Felix and Chrestus, both new to the household; so one of the serving girls tells me. But I’ve seen nothing of them. They don’t serve guests. They have no contact with anyone outside the household. Chrysogonus uses them as personal drudges. The girl says they almost never leave the upper floors.’

‘Perhaps she can take them a message.’

‘I already asked. Useless, she says. Chrysogonus would be furious if they came down during the party. But she’s willing to take you to them.’

‘Where is this girl?’

‘Waiting for me, in the pantry. She found an excuse to come and fetch something.’

‘Or she might be running to Chrysogonus this very moment.’

Rufus looked worriedly at the door, then shook his head. ‘I don’t think so.’

‘Why not?’

‘You know how it is. You can tell when a slave is willing to do some dirty business behind her master’s back. I don’t think she cares for Master Golden-Born very much. You know what they say, slaves hate working for a freedman – it’s a former slave who makes the cruellest master.’

I looked at the door, thinking how easily death could lurk behind it. I took a deep breath, then decided to trust Rufus’s judgment. ‘Lead the way.’

He nodded and stealthily opened the door. The lintel was so low I had to stoop. Tiro followed behind me. There was no reason for him to come, and I had meant to leave him outside, but when I looked over my shoulder I saw a look of such determination on his face that I acquiesced. With a faint creaking he closed the door behind us.

The girl was young and pretty with long black hair and creamy skin that glowed like honey in the soft light from the lamp in her hand. Had she been a courtesan, her looks would have been unremarkable; for a mere serving girl, her beauty seemed absurdly extravagant. Chrysogonus was famous for surrounding himself with pretty decorations and toys.

‘These are the men,’ Rufus explained. ‘Can you take them upstairs quietly, so no one will notice?’

The girl nodded and smiled, as if he were foolish even to ask. Then her lips parted, she made a tiny gasp and spun around. The door behind her had begun to open.

The room was low and narrow, lined with shelves and crammed with bottles, urns, bowls, and sacks. Garlics hung from the ceiling, and the musty odour of flour was heavy in the air. I backed into one corner as deeply as I could, pushing Tiro behind me. At the same instant Rufus slid one arm around the girl’s waist and pulled her close, pressing his mouth over hers.

The door opened. Rufus kissed the girl a moment longer and then they drew apart.

The man in the doorway was tall and broad, so large he almost filled the frame. Lit from behind, his hair made a shimmering golden halo around his darkened face. He chuckled softly and stepped closer. The girl’s lamp, quivering in her hand, lit his face from below. I saw the blue of his eyes and the dimple in his broad jaw, the high cheekbones and the smooth, serene brow. He was only paces away and could surely have seen me between the clay pots and urns had it not been for the darkness. I realized the girl was intentionally blocking the light with her body, blinding him with the lamp and casting us into deeper shadow.

‘Rufus,’ he said at last, ending with a lingering hiss, as if it were not a name but a sigh. He said it again, slurring it and placing a strange accent on the vowels. His voice was deep and resonant, playful, showy, as intimate as a touch. ‘Sulla is asking for you. Sorex is about to dance. A meditation on the death of Dido – have you seen it? Sulla would hate for you to miss it.’

There was a long pause. I imagined I could see the backs of Rufus’s ears turn red, but perhaps it was only the lamplight shining through.

‘Of course, if you’re busy, I’ll tell Sulla that you’ve gone out for a walk.’ Chrysogonus spoke slowly, like a man with no reason to hurry. He turned his attention to the girl. He ran his eyes over her body and reached for her. He touched her; where, I couldn’t see. She stiffened and gasped and the lamp shook in her hand. Tiro gave a jerk behind me. I blindly laid my hand over his and squeezed it hard.

Chrysogonus took the lamp from the girl’s hand and set it on a shelf. He loosened her gown where it was clasped at her throat and slid it over her shoulders. It fluttered down her body like doves descending until she stood naked. Chrysogonus stepped back, pursing his broad, fleshy lips and looking from Rufus to the girl with a heavy-lidded stare. He laughed softly. ‘If you want her, young Messalla, of course you can have her. I deny my guests nothing. Whatever pleasure you can find in my house is yours without asking. But you needn’t do it like a schoolboy, cowering here in the pantry. There are plenty of comfortable rooms upstairs. Have the girl take you there. Parade her through the house naked if you want – ride her like a pony! It won’t be the first time.’ He touched her again, his arm moving as if he were tracing a mark across her naked breasts. The girl gasped and quivered, but stood absolutely still.

He turned and seemed about to go, then turned back. ‘But don’t take too long. Sulla will forgive me if you miss the dance, but later on Metrobius will be introducing a new song by . . . ah, well, by some sycophant or other – who can remember all their names? The poor fool’s here tonight, trying to curry favour. I understand the song is a homage to the gods for sending a man to stop the civil strife: “Sulla, Rome’s favourite, saviour of the Republic,” I think it begins. I’m sure it goes on in the same nauseatingly pious vein – except. . . .’ Chrysogonus smiled and laughed behind pursed lips, a low, gravelly laugh that he seemed to keep to himself, like a man rolling coins in his hand. ‘Except that Metrobius tells me he’s taken the liberty of adding a few ribald verses of his own; scandalous enough to get the young author’s head chopped off. Imagine the look on the silly poet’s face when he hears his homage turned into insults right in front of Sulla, who of course will grasp the jest at once and play along, stamping his feet and pretending to be outraged – just the sort of joke Sulla adores. It will be the evening’s high point, Rufus; for some of us, anyway. Sulla will be very disappointed if you’re not there to share it.’ He made an insinuating smile, stared at them for a long moment, then retreated and shut the door behind him.

No one moved. I watched the flickering caress of the lamplight as it licked in silhouette about the sleek flesh of the girl’s thighs and hips. Finally she stooped and gathered up her gown. Tiro, wide-eyed and resolute, pushed his way from behind me and helped her cover herself. Rufus studiously looked elsewhere.

‘Well,’ I finally said, ‘I believe the master of the house himself has given us permission to go snooping upstairs. Shall we?’
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The door through which Chrysogonus had vanished led into a short hallway. A narrow passage on the left opened onto the noise of a busy kitchen. The curtain which draped the opening on the right still swayed from Chrysogonus’s passing. The girl led us through neither passage but instead to a door, at the end of the hall, that opened onto a winding flight of stone steps.

‘There’s another staircase in the room where the master entertains,’ she whispered, ‘very showy, very fine marble, with a statue of Venus in the centre. But this is the stair the slaves use. If we pass anyone, just ignore them, even if they look at us oddly. Or better yet, give me a pinch hard enough to make me squeal and pretend you’re all drunk. They’ll think the worst for sure, and then they’ll leave us alone.’

But we met no one on the stairs, and the upstairs hall was deserted. From somewhere below we could hear the muffled music of flutes and lyres, and an occasional burst of applause or laughter – presumably in appreciation of Sorex’s dance – but the upper floor was dim and quiet. The hallway was quite broad and fabulously decorated, opening onto wide, high rooms even more sumptuously appointed. Every surface seemed to be carpeted, draped, inlaid, or painted. Everywhere the eye turned there was a riot of colours, textures, and shapes.

‘Vulgar, isn’t it?’ said Rufus with a noble’s disdain. Cicero would have agreed, but the furnishings were vulgar only for being so cramped and ostentatiously displayed. What impressed me most was the consistency of Chrysogonus’s taste in acquiring only the best and most expensive handicraft and artwork – embossed silver, vessels of Delian and Corinthian bronze, embroidered coverlets, plush carpets from the East, finely carved tables and chairs with inlays of shell and lapis, intricate mosaics of richly coloured tiles, superb marble statues and fabulous paintings. That all these creations had been looted from the proscribed there could be no doubt; otherwise it would have taken a lifetime to accumulate so many things of such high quality and disparate origin. Yet no one could say that Chrysogonus had looted blindly. Let others take the chaff; for himself he had chosen only the best, with the trained eye for quality developed by slaves of the rich who dream of someday being free and rich themselves. I was glad that Cicero was not with us; to see Sulla’s former slave living in stolen luxury on such a grandiose scale might have agitated his delicate bowels beyond endurance.

The hallway narrowed. The rooms became less resplendent. The girl lifted a heavy hanging, allowing us to pass beneath; she dropped it, and all sound from downstairs vanished. The world changed as well, and we were abruptly back in a house of plain plastered walls and smoke-stained ceilings. These were the rooms of necessity – storage chambers, slave quarters, work rooms – yet even here the booty was piled high. Crates of bronze vessels were stacked in the corners, rolled carpets drooped like sleepy watchmen against the walls, chairs and tables were wrapped in heavy cloth and piled to the ceiling.

The girl stole through the maze, glanced furtively about her, then motioned for us to follow. She drew back a curtain.

‘What are you doing up here?’ asked a petulant voice. ‘Isn’t there a party on tonight?’

‘Oh, leave her alone,’ said another, speaking through a mouthful of food. ‘Just because Aufilia brings me extra portions and turns her nose up at your ugly face . . . but who’s this?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘don’t get up. Stay where you are. Finish your meal.’

The two of them sat on the hard floor, eating cabbage and barley from cracked clay bowls by the light of a single lamp. The room was small and narrow with bare walls; the tiny flame carved their wrinkles into caverns and cast their stooped shadows all the way to the ceiling. I stayed in the doorway. Tiro moved in close behind me, peering over my shoulder. Rufus hung behind.

The lean, petulant one snorted and scowled at his food. ‘For what you want, Aufilia, this room’s too small. Can’t you find an empty room elsewhere with a couch big enough for the three of you?’

‘Felix!’ the other hissed, prodding his companion with his pudgy elbow and gesturing with the other. Felix glanced up and blanched as he noticed the ring on my finger. He had thought the three of us were all slaves, looking for a place to have a party of our own.

‘Forgive me, Citizen,’ he whispered, bowing his head. They fell silent, waiting for me to speak. Before, they had been human beings, one of them lean and irritable, the other fat and good-natured, their faces alive in the warm glow as they fed themselves and parried with the girl. In an instant I saw them turn grey and indistinguishable, wearing the identical blank face worn by every slave of every harsh master who ever breathed in Rome.

‘Look at me,’ I said. ‘Look at me! And if you aren’t going to finish eating, then put down your bowls and stand up, so that I can see you eye to eye. We don’t have much time.’

 

‘The knife was out before you could see it,’ Felix was saying. ‘In a flash.’

‘Yes, literally in a flash!’ Chrestus stood beside him, nervously rubbing his pudgy hands, looking from his friend’s face to mine and back again.

Once I had explained who I was and what I wanted, they were amazingly willing, even eager, to speak to me. Tiro stood quietly beside me, his face pensive in the lamplight. I had posted Rufus at the nearest chamber along the main hallway so that he might turn back any wandering guests. I sent the girl with him; she was his excuse for loitering upstairs, and besides that, there was no reason to involve her any deeper, or to trust her with the full truth of what we had come for.

‘We never had a chance to help the master. They threw us out of the way, onto the ground,’ said Felix. ‘Strong men, as big as horses.’

‘And stinking of garlic,’ Chrestus added. ‘They’d have killed us, too, if Magnus hadn’t stopped them.’

‘Then you’re sure it was Magnus?’ I said.

‘Oh, yes.’ Felix shuddered. ‘I didn’t see his face, he was careful about that. But I heard his voice.’

‘And the master called his name, remember, just before Magnus stabbed him the first time,’ said Chrestus. ‘ “Magnus, Magnus, curse you!” in a thin little voice. I still hear it in my dreams.’

Felix pursed his thin lips. ‘Ah, yes, you’re right. I’d forgotten that.’

‘And the other two assassins?’ I asked.

They shrugged in unison. ‘One of them might have been Mallius Glaucia, though I can’t be certain,’ said Felix. ‘The other man had a beard, I remember.’

‘A red beard?’

‘Perhaps. Hard to tell in that light. Even bigger than Glaucia and he stank of garlic.’

‘Redbeard,’ I muttered. ‘And how was it that Magnus stopped them from killing you?’

‘He forbade it. “Stop, you fools!”’ growled Chrestus, as if playing a role. ‘ “They’re valuable slaves. Damage either one and it comes out of your wages!” Valuable, he called us – and look where we end up, oiling sandals and burnishing Master Golden-Born’s chamber pots.’

‘But of value nonetheless,’ I said. ‘As if Magnus planned to inherit you himself.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Felix nodded. ‘That must have been part of the plan all along, that he and Capito would somehow get their hands on the master’s goods. Who can imagine how they did it? And now we end up back in the city, except that we never see the city. The Golden One keeps us trapped in these stuffy rooms day and night. You’d think we were being punished. Or hidden away, the same as he hides half his loot away. What kind of coincidence is it, I ask you, that I can look around these very rooms and see so many things that came directly from the master’s old house by the Circus? Those chairs you saw stacked out there, and the yellow vase in the hallway, and the Alexandrian tapestry rolled up there in the corner – they all belonged to the master before he was murdered. No, we’re not the only property that ended up in Chrysogonus’s hands.’

Chrestus nodded in agreement.

‘The night of the murder,’ I said, trying to draw them back. ‘You were thrown aside, saved by a word from Magnus, and then you disappeared. Vanished into the night without a shout or a scream for help – don’t deny it, I have a witness who swears to it.’

Felix shook his head. ‘I don’t know what sort of witness you may have, but we didn’t run away, not exactly. We ran down the street a way and then stopped. Chrestus would have kept running, but I held him back.’

Chrestus looked crestfallen. ‘That’s true,’ he said.

‘We stood in the dark and watched them do it. What a fine man he was! What a fine Roman! A slave couldn’t ask for a better master. Never once in thirty years did he beat me, never once! How many slaves can say that?’

‘A terrible sight!’ Chrestus sighed, his fleshy shoulders shivering. ‘I shall never forget how his body quaked while they plunged the daggers into him. How the blood spurted into the air like a fountain. I thought right then that I should run back and throw myself on the street beside him and tell them, “Take my life as well!” I as much as said so, didn’t I, Felix?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Don’t you remember? I said to you, “Now our lives are as good as over. Things will never be the same.” Didn’t I? And wasn’t I right?’ He began to weep softly.

Felix made a face and touched his friend’s arm to comfort him, shrugging at me as if his own tenderness embarrassed him. ‘That’s true. I remember your saying that. Ah, it was a terrible thing, to see it done from start to finish. When it was over, when we knew the master was dead beyond all hope, we finally turned and ran all the way home. We sent a litter for his body, and the next morning I dispatched a messenger to Ameria.’

Suddenly he drew his eyebrows together. ‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Only something I just now remembered. Something strange. Strange then, and even stranger now that I recall it. When they were done – when there could be no doubt that the poor master was dead – the bearded one started to cut his head off.’

‘What?’

‘Grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head back sharp, then started slicing with a very long, very big blade. Like a butcher who’d spent a lifetime doing it. Magnus didn’t see when he started, he was looking up at the windows, I think. But when he looked back, he shouted, told the man to stop it right away! Pushed him back and slapped him square across the face. Had to reach up high to do it.’

‘Slapped Redbeard in the middle of cutting a man’s head off? I think that may be too stupid for me to believe.’

Felix shook his head. ‘You don’t know Magnus if you think that would stop him. When he loses his temper he’d slap Pluto himself and spit in his eye. His hired friend knew him well enough that he didn’t dare slap him back. But why do you think the man did that? Started to cut off the master’s head, I mean?’

‘Habit,’ I said. ‘It’s what they did in the proscriptions, isn’t it? Cut off the head as proof to claim the state’s reward. Redbeard was a professional, so used to cutting off the head as bounty that he automatically began to do the same to Sextus Roscius.’

‘But why did Magnus stop him? What did he care?’ It was Tiro, looking strangely wise in the lamplight. ‘That was the story that they put out, wasn’t it, that Sextus Roscius was proscribed? So why not have the head cut off?’

All three of them stared at me. ‘Because – I don’t know. Because Magnus wanted it to look like a murder, not a proscription? Wanted it to look as if it were done by thieves instead of assassins? Yes, because at that point they hadn’t yet decided to use the false proscription story, nor were they yet planning to accuse Roscius filius of parricide. . . .’ The words seemed to make sense as I uttered them, and for an instant I thought I glimpsed the truth. Then it flickered and vanished, just as if one of us had blown out the lamp with a puff of air. I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I don’t understand the point of these questions, anyway,’ Tiro said glumly. ‘We knew all this before, from the mute boy.’

‘Little Eco is hardly a competent witness. And his mother would never testify.’

‘But what about Felix or Chrestus? Neither of them could give evidence, unless –’ Tiro shut his mouth.

‘Unless what?’ Chrestus, ignorant of the law, actually looked hopeful. Until I had told them, they hadn’t even known about the trial of Sextus Roscius. The novel idea of giving evidence to a court seemed to charm Chrestus. Tiro, the slave of an advocate, knew better.

‘Unless,’ I said, ‘your new master allows it. And I think we all know that Chrysogonus will never allow it, so that is the end of that,’ I said, knowing that it was hardly the end at all. In the morning I would ask Rufus to arrange for the court to send a formal request to Chrysogonus, asking that his slaves give evidence. It would be his right to refuse, but how would that refusal look? Cicero might just be able to pressure the man into allowing the court to question Felix and Chrestus. After all, they had never actually seen the killers’ faces, and Chrysogonus might not realize how much they knew. And what excuse could Chrysogonus have to refuse evidence to the court, except to conceal his own complicity?

What if he did submit and handed them over? Roman law in its wisdom demanded that any slave giving evidence must be subjected to torture. Evidence given freely by a slave was inadmissible; only torture was an acceptable seal of good faith. How would it be done? I imagined the corpulent Chrestus hanging naked from chains, his buttocks seared by hot irons; gaunt, brittle Felix bound to a chair with his hand in a vice.

‘And afterwards,’ I said, to change the subject, ‘you went to serve your master’s son in Ameria?’

‘Not immediately,’ Felix explained. ‘And we never served young Sextus Roscius. We stayed on at the house near the Circus Flaminius, managing things, taking care of outstanding affairs, helping the steward. We didn’t go to Ameria, not even to assist the master’s funeral rites. And then one day Magnus appeared at the door, claiming the house was his and so were we. It was all there in the papers he carried; what could we do?’

‘That was when the cold weather began,’ Chrestus said, ‘but you’d think it was high summer, the way Magnus carried on. Oh, the old master lived well and enjoyed himself, make no mistake, but he knew that every vice has its place – drinking bouts belong in the tavern, pederasty in the baths, whoring in the brothel, not in the home, and every party has a beginning and an end. But with Magnus there was one vast, continual orgy interrupted by occasional brawls. The place stank of gladiators and gangs, and on some nights he even charged admission. It was harrowing, the people who passed in and out of that house desecrating the master’s memory.’

‘And then came the fire,’ said Felix sourly. ‘Well, what can you expect in a house so given over to drunkenness and neglect? It started in the kitchen and then leaped onto the roof. Magnus was so drunk he could hardly stand; he kept laughing at the flames – I actually saw him fall down from laughing. Which is not to say he was friendly. He kept making us go back into the house to bring out the valuables, threatening to beat us if we shrank back. Two of the slaves died that way, trapped inside when Magnus sent them to fetch his favourite slippers. That tells you how afraid of him we all were, that we were willing to face the flames rather than his wrath. I suppose living under Sextus Roscius had spoiled us all.’

‘Next thing you know,’ Chrestus said, edging forwards, ‘we’re loaded onto carts and trundled up to Ameria, the middle of nowhere, and we end up in the big house having to serve Capito and that wife of his. Out of the fire and into the flood, as they say. You could hardly sleep at night for the sound of them screaming at each other. The woman is mad, I tell you. Not eccentric – Caecilia Metella is eccentric – but stark, raving mad. In the middle of the night I’d find myself summoned to her room and told to count the number of hairs in her hairbrush, and then to separate the grey hairs from the black ones. She wanted an account book kept of every hair she lost! And no time would do for it except the middle of the night, while Capito was asleep in his own room and she sat before her mirror staring at her face. I thought she’d have me counting her wrinkles next.’

He paused for breath, and I thought he was done, but he had only started. ‘And strangest of all, young Sextus Roscius kept appearing, the master’s son. I’d thought he must be dead as well, or else we’d have ended up his slaves; but then I thought maybe he’d sold us and the land for some reason. But that hardly seemed right either, with him living practically like a prisoner or a pauper in a little cramped house on the estate. That was when we finally heard rumours about the proscription story from the other slaves, which made no sense at all. It seemed to me that the world had gone as crazy as Capito’s wife.

‘And strangest of all was the way Sextus Roscius would act. Now the man hardly knew us, granted, for he never spent more than moments in his father’s house on the few occasions he came to Rome, and after all, we weren’t his slaves. But you’d think he might have found some way to draw us aside, just as you’ve done, to ask about his father’s death. We were there when it happened, after all; he must have known that. But whenever he saw us he looked the other way. If he was waiting to see Capito – come to beg him for money, usually – and one of us had some reason to be in the foyer, he’d wait outside instead, even in the cold. As if he were afraid of us! I began to think maybe they’d told him we’d been accomplices in his father’s murder, as if anyone could believe such a thing about two harmless slaves!’

Again something like the truth flickered in the room, like a pale light beside the lamplight, too weak to cast shadows. I shook my head, confused. I felt a hand on my shoulder and gave a start.

‘Gordianus!’ It was Rufus, without the girl. Chrestus and Felix shrank back. ‘Gordianus, I’m going to have to go back to the party. I’ve already sent the girl ahead. Chrysogonus sent a slave to look for us; Metrobius is about to sing. If I’m not there it will only attract their attention.’

‘Yes, very well,’ I said. ‘Go on.’

‘You’ll be able to find your way out?’

‘Of course.’

He looked around the room, uncomfortable amid the tawdry surroundings of the slave quarters. The role of spy didn’t suit him; he was more at home playing the honest young noble in the sunlight of the open Forum. ‘Are you almost done? I think you should try to leave as quickly as you can. Once Metrobius is finished, the entertainment will be over and there’ll be all sorts of strange people wandering about the house. You won’t be safe here.’

‘We’ll hurry,’ I said, squeezing his shoulder and pushing him towards the doorway. ‘Besides,’ I said in a low voice, ‘it can’t have been so very awful, entertaining Aufilia for an hour.’

He twisted the corner of his mouth and shrugged my hand away.

‘But I saw how you kissed her in the pantry.’

He spun around and glared at me, then looked askance at the others in the room and stepped back until they couldn’t see him. He lowered his voice so that I could barely hear. ‘Don’t make a joke of it, Gordianus.’

I stepped into the hallway with him. ‘It’s not a joke,’ I said. ‘I only meant—’

‘I know what you meant. But don’t mistake me. I didn’t kiss her for pleasure. I did it because I had to. I closed my eyes and thought of Cicero.’ He tensed his face and then was suddenly serene again, sedated like all lovers by the act of speaking the beloved’s name. He took a breath, smiled at me oddly, then turned to go. I watched him step through the curtain into the formal hallway. What I saw next made my heart skip a beat.

‘So there you are, young Messalla!’ The voice was golden indeed, like honey, like pearls in amber. He was striding up the hallway towards Rufus, twenty paces away. For just an instant I saw his face and he saw mine. Then the curtain fell.

I heard him through the cloth. ‘Come, Rufus, Aufilia is back at work and you must return to pleasure.’ He laughed a deep, throaty laugh, muscular and ripe like heavy grapes tumbling on flesh. ‘ “Eros makes fools of the old and slaves of the young.” So says sweet Sulla, who certainly should know. But I won’t have you prowling about up here looking for more conquests while old Metrobius warbles his best.’

There was no suspicion in his voice, and to my relief I heard it fade into silence as they retreated down the hallway. But I knew what I had seen when our eyes met. A slight wrinkle had appeared across his smooth and eminently golden brow, and a look of puzzlement sparked in his blue eyes as if he wondered which of his many servants I might be, and if not his slave then whose, and what I was doing upstairs during the party. If my expression in that instant was as transparent as his – if I had looked a tenth as startled and fearful as I felt – Chrysogonus would be sending bodyguards up to investigate as quickly as he could.

I stepped back into the room. ‘Rufus is right. We must hurry. There’s only one other thing I wanted to ask you,’ I said; in fact, it was the only real reason I had for coming. ‘There was a girl, a slave, a whore – young, blonde, pretty. From the House of Swans – Elena.’

I saw by their eyes that they knew her. They exchanged a conspiratorial glance, as if deciding who should speak. Felix cleared his slender throat.

‘Yes, the girl Elena. The master was very fond of her.’

‘How fond?’

There was a strained silence. I stood in the doorway, imagining sounds from the hall. ‘Quickly!’ I said.

It was Chrestus who spoke – Chrestus, the emotional one, the one who had wept before. But his voice was quite flat and dull, as if all passion had been burned from it. ‘The House of Swans – you mentioned it, so you know where she came from. That was where the master found her. From the first she was different from the rest. At least the master thought so. We were only puzzled that he left her there so long. How he hesitated, as a man might hesitate in taking a bride. As if bringing her into the house would truly change his life, and such an old man wasn’t sure he wanted such a change. He had finally made up his mind to buy her, but the brothel owner was a hard bargainer; he kept stalling and changing his price. The master was growing desperate. It was because of a note from Elena that he left Caecilia Metella’s party that night.’

‘Did he know that she was pregnant? Did you?’

They looked at one another thoughtfully. ‘We didn’t know at the time,’ said Chrestus, ‘but that was simple enough to figure out later.’

‘Later, when she was brought to Capito’s house?’

‘Ah, yes, so you know that as well. Then perhaps you know what they did to her on the night she arrived. They tried to break her body. They tried to kill the child inside her, though they wouldn’t resort to outright abortion – for some reason Capito thought that would offend the gods. Imagine that, from a man with so much blood on his hands! Afraid of the unborn and the ghosts of the dead, but quite happy to strangle the living.’

‘And Elena?’

‘They couldn’t break her will. She survived. They kept her shut away from the others, the way he keeps us shut away here, but I managed to speak with her a few times, enough that I finally won a bit of her trust. She swore she’d never sent the message that brought the master out into the streets that night. I don’t know if I believed her or not. And she swore the child was his.’

Something rustled across the floor behind me. I grabbed the hilt of my knife and turned, just in time to glimpse the long tail of a rat slithering between two rolled carpets stacked against the wall. ‘And then the child was born,’ I said. ‘And then what?’

‘That was the end of them both.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The end of Elena. The end of the child.’

‘What happened?’

‘It was the night she went into her labour. Everyone in the household knew her time had come. The women seemed to know without being told; the male slaves were nervous and testy. That was the same night that the steward told Felix and me that Capito was sending us back to Rome. To Magnus, we thought; he was in the city then, along with Mallius Glaucia. But the steward said no, that we were being sent to a new master altogether.

‘The next morning they herded us out bright and early and loaded us into an ox cart with a few other objects that were headed for Chrysogonus’s house – furniture, crates, that sort of thing. And just before we were to leave, they brought out Elena.

‘She could hardly stand, she was so weak. Thin and wasted, pasty, damp with sweat – she must have given birth only hours before. There was no place for her to lie in the cart; the best we could do was to make our clothes into padding and help her sit against the crates. She was groggy and feverish, she hardly knew where she was, but she kept asking for the baby.

‘Finally the midwife came running out of the house. She was breathless, weeping, hysterical. “For the gods’ sake,” I whispered to her, “where is the child?” She stared at Elena, afraid to speak. But Elena hardly seemed conscious; she was lying against Felix’s shoulder, muttering, shivering, her eyelids flickering. “A boy,” the midwife whispered, “it was a boy.”

‘ “Yes, yes,” I said, “but where is it? We’ll be going any minute!” You can imagine how confused and angry I was, wondering how we would ever manage to take care of a frail mother and a newborn infant. “Dead,” the midwife whispered, so low that I could barely hear. “I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t – he tore the boy away from me. I followed him all the way to the quarry and watched him throw the child onto the rocks.”

‘Then the driver came, with Capito behind him, yelling at him to start right away. Capito was as white as chalk. Oh, how strange! I remember it all in this very instant, as if I were there now! The crack of the driver’s whip. The cart beginning to roll, the house receding. Everything loose and jostling. Elena suddenly awake, whimpering for her baby, too weak to cry out. Capito staring after us, as stiff as a pillar, ashen-faced, like a column of ash! And the midwife dropping to her knees, clutching Capito about the thighs, crying, “Master, mercy!” And just as we were driving onto the road, a man came running around the corner of the house, breathing hard, then stepping back into the shade of the trees – Sextus Roscius. The last I saw or heard was the midwife clutching at Capito and crying out louder and louder, “Master, mercy!”’

He took a shuddering breath and turned his face to the wall. Felix laid his hand on Chrestus’s shoulder and continued the story. ‘What a journey that was! Three days – no, four – in a jolting ox cart. Enough to splinter your bones and make your jaw come unhinged. We walked as much of the way as we could, but one of us had to stay in the cart with Elena. She could eat nothing. She never slept, but she never seemed awake, either. At least we were spared from having to tell her about the baby. On the third day she started bleeding between her legs. The driver wouldn’t stop until sundown. We found a midwife who could staunch the bleeding, but Elena was as hot as a coal. The next day she died in our arms, within sight of the Fontinal Gate.’

The lamp sputtered and the room became dim. Felix calmly stooped and picked up the lamp, took it to a bench in the corner of the room, and added more oil. In the flaring light I saw Tiro staring at the two slaves, his eyes wide and moist.

‘Then it was Capito who killed the child?’ I said, without conviction, like an actor speaking the wrong line.

Felix stood with his hands tightly laced, his knuckles bone white. Chrestus looked up at me, blinking like a man awakened from a dream. ‘Capito?’ he said quietly. ‘Well, I suppose. I told you, Magnus and Glaucia were far away in Rome. Who else could it have been?’
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Chrysogonus’s house was large, but not sprawling after the manner of Caecilia’s mansion; yet somehow, without the girl Aufilia to guide us, Tiro and I took a wrong turn in search of the slaves’ stairway. After a failed attempt to trace our steps backwards, we found ourselves in a narrow gallery that opened onto the empty balcony that overlooked our hiding place by the cypress trees outside the pantry door.

From somewhere within the house rose the sound of a warbling voice – a man singing unnaturally high, or else a woman singing very low. It grew louder as I pulled Tiro closer to the inner wall. The sound seemed to come from behind a thin tapestry. I pressed my ear next to a lecherous Priapus surrounded by equally lecherous wood nymphs, and could almost make out the words.

‘Quietly, Tiro,’ I whispered, gesturing for him to help me lift the tapestry’s bottom edge and roll it upward, revealing a narrow, horizontal slit cut through the stone wall.

The aperture was wide enough so that two could comfortably stand abreast and share the view it afforded down onto Chrysogonus and his company. The lofty room in which he entertained rose from the marble floor to the domed roof without interruption. The window through which we peered was cut at a sharp downward angle, so that no edge obscured our view – a spy hole, plain and simple.

Like everything else in Chrysogonus’s house, the dinner was sumptuous and overblown. Four low tables, each surrounded by a semicircle of nine couches, were gathered around an open space at the room’s centre. Cicero or even Caecilia Metella would no doubt have balked at the idea of entertaining more than eight visitors at a time – few unwritten laws of Roman manners are more unyielding than that which holds that a host should never gather more visitors at his table than he can comfortably converse with at once. Chrysogonus had gathered four times that number at four tables piled high with delicacies – olives slitted and stuffed with fish eggs, bowls of noodles flecked with the first tender asparagus sprouts of the season, figs and pears suspended in a yellow syrup, the carcasses of tiny fowl. The mingled smells rose on the warm air. My stomach growled.

Most of the guests were men; the few women among them stood out on account of their obvious voluptuousness – not wives or lovers, but courtesans. The younger men were uniformly slender and good-looking; the older men had that indolent, well-groomed look of the very rich at play. I looked from face to face, ready to dart from the window until I realized there was not much chance that any of them would look upward. All eyes were turned on the singer who stood in the centre of the room, or else cast fleeting, sly glances at Sulla or in the direction of a young man who sat fidgeting and chewing his fingers at the table of least distinction.

The singer was dressed in a flowing purple gown embroidered in red and grey. Masses of black hair streaked with white rose in great waves and ringlets in a coiffure so architecturally complex it was almost comic. When he turned in our direction I saw his painted face, made up in shades of chalk and umber to cover his wrinkled eyes and heavy jowls, and I recognized at once the famous female impersonator Metrobius. I had seen him a few times before, never in public and never performing, only in glimpses on the street and once at the house of Hortensius when the great lawyer had deigned to let me past his door. Sulla had taken a fancy to Metrobius long ago in their youth, when Sulla was a poor nobody and Metrobius was (so they say) a beautiful and bewitching entertainer. Despite the ravages of time and all the vagaries of Fortune, Sulla had never abandoned him. Indeed, after five marriages, dozens of love affairs, and countless liaisons, it was Sulla’s relationship with Metrobius that had endured longer than any other.

If Metrobius had once been slender and beautiful, I suppose at one time he must have been a fine singer, too. He was wise now to restrict his performances to private affairs among those who loved him, and to limit his repertoire to comic effects and parodies. Yet despite the hoarse voice and the strained notes, there was something in his florid mannerisms and the subtle gestures of his hands and eyebrows that made it impossible not to watch his every move. His performance was something between singing and orating, like a poem chanted to the accompaniment of a single lyre. Occasionally a drum joined in when the theme became martial. He pretended to take every word with utmost seriousness, which only enhanced the comic effect. He must have already begun changing the lyrics before we chanced on the scene, because the young poet and aspiring sycophant who had ostensibly authored the paean was suffering a visible agony of embarrassment.

 
Who recalls the days when Sulla was a lad,
Homeless and shoeless with not a coin to be had?
And how did he pull himself up from this hole?
How did he rise to his fate, to his role?
Through a hole! Through a hole!
Through the gaping cavern of well-worn size
That yawned between Nicopolis’s thighs!
 

The audience howled with laughter. Sulla shook his head disdainfully andpretended to glower. On the couch next to him, Chrysogonus practically glowed with delight. At the same table Hortensius was whispering in the ear of the young dancer Sorex, while Rufus looked bored and disgusted. Across the room the rewritten poet blanched fish-belly white.

With each succeeding verse the song grew increasingly ribald and the crowd laughed more and more freely. Soon Sulla himself was laughing out loud. Meanwhile the poet chewed his lip and squirmed, changing colours like a coal in the wind, blanching white at each impiety and blushing scarlet at each tortured rhyme. Having finally caught the joke, he seemed at first relieved – no one would blame him for the travesty, after all, and even Sulla was amused. He managed a timid smile, but then he withdrew into a sulk, no doubt offended at the wreckage that had been made of his patriotic homage. The other young men at his table, having failed to tease him to laughter, turned their backs on him and laughed all the louder. Romans love the strong man who can laugh at himself, and despise the weak man who cannot.

The song continued.

 

It is not true that Lucius Cornelius Sulla was homeless as a boy. Neither, I imagine, was he ever without shoes, but in every account of his origins, his early poverty is stressed.

The patrician Cornelii were once a family of some influence and prestige, generations ago. One of them, a certain Rufinus, held the consulship, back in the days when the office actually denoted a man of integrity and character. His career ended in scandal – imagine those righteous days when it was illegal for a citizen to own more than ten pounds of silver plate! Rufinus was expelled from the Senate. The family declined and dwindled into obscurity.

Until Sulla. His own childhood was blighted by poverty. His father died young, leaving him nothing, and in his younger days Sulla lived in tenements among exslaves and widows. His enemies have charged that his rise to power and wealth, after such humble beginnings, was a sure sign of corruption and depravity. His allies and Sulla himself like to dwell on the mystique of what they call his good fortune, as if some divine will, rather than Sulla’s own purpose and character, propelled him to so many triumphs and so much bloodshed.

His youth gave no sign of the great career to come. His education was haphazard. He moved among theatre people – acrobats, comedians, costumers, poets, dancers, actors, singers. Metrobius was among his first lovers, but far from the only one. It was among the vagabonds of the stage that his lifelong reputation for promiscuity began.

They say that young Sulla was quite charming. He was a big-boned, square-jawed lad with a stocky frame, his wide soft middle compensated by muscular shoulders. His golden hair made him stand out in a crowd. His eyes, so I have heard contemporaries recount, were as extraordinary then as now – piercing and pale blue, dominating all in their gaze and confounding those who gazed back, appearing merely mischievous while he perpetrated the most atrocious crimes, looking terrible and severe when he was merely intent on pleasure.

Among his first conquests was the wealthy widow Nicopolis. Her favours were notoriously accessible to virtually any young man who wanted them; it was said that she had resolved to give her body to all men but her heart to none. By all accounts, Sulla fell genuinely and deeply in love with her. At first she scoffed at his devotion, but ultimately his persistence and charm undid her resolve, and she found herself in love at the age of fifty with a youth less than half her age. When she died of a fever she left everything to Sulla. His good fortune had begun.

Another legacy came from his stepmother, his father’s second wife, who in her widowhood had inherited a considerable sum from her own family. She died leaving Sulla her only heir, thus establishing him with a moderate fortune.

Having conquered the mysteries of flesh and gold, Sulla decided to enter politics through military service. Marius had just been elected to the first of his seven consulships; Sulla got himself appointed quaestor and became the great populist’s protégé. In Africa to fight Jugurtha, Sulla engaged in marital derring-do, espionage, and the diplomacy of the perfectly timed double cross. The tortuously complicated details are all in his Memoirs, the first volumes of which are already circulating around Rome in purloined copies. The vanquished Jugurtha was brought to the city naked and chained and died shortly after in his dungeon cell, half-crazy from torture and humiliation. Marius had overseen the campaign, but it was Sulla, at the risk of his own life, who had persuaded the King of Numidia to betray his doomed son-in-law. Marius was afforded a triumphal parade, but many whispered that it was Sulla who deserved the credit.

Praise for Sulla rankled the old populist, and though Marius continued to use Sulla, elevating his rank with each campaign, soon the old man’s jealousy drove Sulla to seek other patrons. Taking command of the troops of the consul Catulus, Sulla subdued the wild tribes of the Alps. When premature winter storms trapped the legions in the foothills without adequate food, Sulla did an expert job of rerouting and supplying fresh provisions – not only to his own troops, but also to those of Marius, who became livid with indignation. The long, withering rivalry between Sulla and Marius, which was ultimately to cause so much grief and chaos in Rome, began with such incidents of petty jealousy.

Sulla travelled east, where Fortune led him to further victories in Cappadocia. On diplomatic business he ventured as far as the Euphrates, and became the first Roman official ever to hold friendly discourse with that kingdom that owns the rest of the world, the Parthians. His charm (or else his blind arrogance) must have worked a wicked spell upon the Parthian ambassador, who actually allowed himself to be seated on a lower dais than Sulla, as if he were a suppliant of a Roman overlord. Afterwards the King of Parthia put the ambassador to death – having lost face, the man subsequently lost his head, a joke Sulla never tired of repeating.

Every powerful man must have omens of greatness attached to his legend – stars fell from the firmament at the birth of Alexander, Hercules strangled a snake in his cradle, eagles battled overhead when Romulus and Remus were torn from their mother’s womb. It was while entertaining the Parthian retinue that Sulla’s career begins to take on the patina of legend. Truth or fiction, only Sulla now knows for certain, but the story goes that a Chaldean savant attached to the Parthian retinue performed a study of Sulla’s face, plumbing his character by using principles of science unknown in the West. Probably he was searching for weaknesses he could report to his Parthian masters, but instead the wise man drew back in astonishment. Sulla, never guilty of false modesty, recounts the old Chaldean’s reaction word for word in his Memoirs: ‘Can a man be so great and not be the greatest of all men on earth? It astounds me – not his greatness, but the fact that even now he abstains from taking his place as first in all things above his fellow men!’

When Sulla returned to Rome, Marius was not happy to see him.

The bone of contention snapped when a statue arrived from the friendly King of Numidia, commemorating the end of the African war and Jugurtha’s downfall. Beneath the outstretched wings of Victory the gilded figures depicted the King handing over the chained Jugurtha to the King’s great friend, Sulla. Marius was nowhere depicted. Marius nearly went out of his mind in a jealous rage at the idea of Sulla stealing his glory, and threatened to destroy the statue with his own hands unless the Senate passed legislation to remove it from the Capitol. The rhetoric on either side escalated until the breach between the two men was irreparable. Violence would surely have followed, but at that moment all private feuds were abruptly postponed by the eruption of the Social War between Rome and her Italian allies.

The scale of the Social War was unprecedented on Italian soil, as was the suffering and disruption it caused. But finally compromises were reached, intransigent rebels were mercilessly punished, and Rome endured, but not all Roman politicians fared equally well. Marius, well over sixty, his military powers faded and his health erratic, accomplished practically nothing in the war. Sulla, in the prime of his manhood and riding the crest of good fortune, was everywhere at once, making his reputation as hero, saviour, destroyer, currying the favour of the legions and amassing political prestige.

When it was over, Sulla had his first consulship at the respectable age of fifty. Rome, like a patient in violent throes, having just survived one great spasm, was about to undergo another.

Marius’s populist movement reached its peak. His right-hand man was the radical tribune and demagogue Sulpicius, the elected representative of the masses, whose every move mocked the power and prestige of the noble establishment. Under Sulpicius, Roman citizenships were sold at auction to exslaves and aliens in the Forum, an act of impiety that drove the old nobility to apoplexy. More insidiously, Sulpicius gathered a private army of three thousand swordsmen from the equestrian class, ambitious and ruthless young men ready for anything. From these he culled an elite bodyguard of six hundred who milled constantly about the Forum. Sulpicius called them his Anti-Senate.

Abroad, Mithridates was ravaging Rome’s eastern possessions, including Greece. The Senate voted to send Sulla to reclaim them, a duty which his previous service had earned and which should have fallen to him by right as consul. The command would be extraordinarily lucrative; there is nothing like a successful Eastern campaign to raise immense revenues through tributes, taxes, and outright looting. It would also give its commanding general immense power; in the old days Roman armies were loyal to the Senate, but now they follow the man who leads them. Sulpicius’s Anti-Senate decided that the command should go to Marius. Chaos erupted in the Forum. The Senate was pressured into transferring the command from Sulla to Marius, and Sulla barely escaped being murdered in the streets.

Sulla fled Rome to take his appeal directly to the army. When the common soldiers heard what had happened, they pledged themselves to Sulla and stoned their staff officers (appointed by Marius) to death. Marius’s followers reacted in Rome by attacking members of the Sullan party and looting their property. In a panic, people changed from one side to the other, fleeing from Rome to Sulla’s camp or from the camp to Rome. The Senate capitulated to whatever Marius and Sulpicius demanded. Sulla marched on the capital.

The unthinkable came to pass. Rome was invaded by Romans.

On the night before, Sulla dreamed. Behind him stood Bellona, whose cult had been brought to Rome from the East, whose ancient temples Sulla himself had visited in Cappadocia. She placed thunderbolts in his hands. She named his enemies one by one, and as she named them they appeared through a mist like tiny figures seen from a hilltop. The goddess told Sulla to strike them. He cast the thunderbolts. His enemies were blasted asunder. He awoke, his Memoirs tell us, feeling invigorated and supremely confident.

What kind of man has such a dream? Is he mad? Or a genius? Or simply a child of Rome blessed by Fortune, sent a reassuring message of success by the power that guides his destiny?

Before dawn, as the army assembled, a lamb was sacrificed. By the smoky torchlight the soothsayer Postumius read the entrails. He rushed to Sulla and knelt, offering up his hands as if for shackles. He begged Sulla to keep him bound as a prisoner so that he might be summarily executed if his visions were false, so certain was he of Sulla’s triumph. So the legend tells us. There is something about a man like Sulla that makes savants and soothsayers clamour to grovel at his feet.

Sulla attacked from the east with a force of 35,000. There are sections of the Esquiline Hill that still bear the blackened scars of his advance. The walls were breached. The unarmed populace resisted with a bombardment of tiles and rubble cast from rooftops. Sulla himself was the first to take a torch in hand and set fire to a building where the people had gathered to resist. Archers shot fire-arrows onto rooftops. Whole families were burned alive; others were left homeless and ruined. The flames made no distinction between the guilty and the innocent, friend and foe. All were consumed.

Marius was driven back to the Temple of Tellus. Here his radical populism reached its apex: in return for their support, he offered freedom to the slaves of Rome. It says something for the prescience of the slaves or for the decline of Marius’s reputation that only three slaves came forward. Marius and his supporters fled the city and scattered. The tribune Sulpicius, master of the Anti-Senate, was betrayed by one of his own slaves and put to death. Sulla first rewarded the treacherous slave by granting him freedom, then punished him as a free man by having him hurled to his death from the Tarpeian Rock.

 

My thoughts, having wandered their own way on the wings of Metrobius’s song, returned abruptly to the present. Echoing up from below us, Metrobius’s voice affected a childish singsong with an atrociously crude Greek accent:

 
Sulla’s face is a mulberry; Sulla’s wife is a whore.
Sulla’s face is red and purple; Sulla’s wife is a bore.
Mottled and splotched with bumps that must itch—
Is it Sulla’s face – or the breasts of his bitch?
 

The crowd gasped. A few in the room tittered nervously. Chrysogonus suppressed his golden smile. Sulla’s face was a blank. Rufus looked disgusted. Hortensius had just put something into his mouth and was looking about the room, uncertain whether he should swallow. The ruined young poet looked nauseated – literally nauseated, pale and sweaty, as if something on the table had disagreed with him and he might vomit at any moment.

The lyre fell silent and Metrobius froze for a long moment. The lyre struck a twanging note. Metrobius cocked his head. ‘Well,’ he said archly, ‘it may not be Sophocles, or even Aristophanes – but I like it!’

The tension broke. The room erupted in laughter; even Rufus smiled. Hortensius finally swallowed and reached for his goblet. The young poet staggered up from his couch and rushed from the room, clutching his belly.

The lyre player strummed and Metrobius took a deep breath. The song recommenced.

 

Sulla resumed his term as consul. Marius was outlawed. His enemies exiled, the Senate pacified, and the populace dazed, Sulla set out for Greece to win glory and drive back Mithridates. Afterwards, critics complained that his sweeping eastern campaign was the most expensive military expedition in the history of Rome.

For the Greeks the price was devastating. Always in the past the great Roman conquerors of Greece and Macedonia had paid homage to the local shrines and temples, endowing them with offerings of gold and silver – respecting, if not the present inhabitants, then at least the memories of Alexander and Pericles. Sulla treated the temples differently. He looted them. The statues at Epidaurus were stripped of their gilding. The sacred offerings at Olympia were melted for coin. Sulla wrote to the keepers of the Oracle at Delphi and requested their treasure, saying that in his hands it would be safer from the vagaries of war, and that if he did have occasion to spend it he would certainly replace it. Sulla’s envoy, Caphis, arrived at Delphi, entered the inner shrine, heard the music of an invisible lyre, and burst into tears. Caphis sent word to Sulla, begging him to reconsider. Sulla wrote back, telling him that the sound of the lyre was surely a sign, not of Apollo’s anger, but of approval. The portable treasures were carried away in sacks. The great silver urn was cut into pieces and carted off on a wagon. The Oracle fell silent. In a hundred generations the Greeks will not forget.

The Greeks, especially the Athenians, had welcomed Mithridates, happy to cast off the Roman yoke. Sulla punished them. If the Greeks could create another Euripides, a poet of agony and terror, he might find a theme in Sulla’s devouring lust to vanquish Athens – except that in Sulla’s life story there is no hubris, only the never-ending caress of Fortune, as steady as the waves of the sea. The siege was bitter and relentless. The populace, driven to starvation, kept up their spirits by composing crude ditties slandering Sulla. The tyrant Aristion railed at the Romans from the city walls, hurling down insults against Sulla and his wife (the fourth, Metella), accompanied by a broad and complicated vocabulary of obscene gestures, many of which the Romans had never seen before but which were subsequently imported and are now fashionable among the street gangs and idle youth of the city. Many of these gestures have facetious names, mostly on the theme of Sulla raping Athena, to the chagrin of his wife.

When the walls were scaled and the gates opened, the slaughter was appalling. It is said that the blood in the enclosed marketplace was literally ankle-deep. Once the fury had subsided, Sulla put a stop to the pillage, ascending to the Acropolis to say a few words of praise for the ancient Athenians, followed by his famous utterance. ‘I forgive the few for the sake of the many, the living for the sake of the dead,’ a quotation frequently cited as an example either of his profound wisdom or his very dry wit.

Meanwhile, civil war simmered and bubbled in Rome as if her walls were the rim of a cauldron. The Italian allies grumbled over the slow dispensation of citizenships promised at the end of the Social War; the conservatives in the Senate grumbled that the privileges of citizenship were being disastrously diluted; the exiled Marius wandered to Africa and back, like Ulysses pursued by harpies. The anti-Sullan consul Cinna, another radical demagogue, welcomed Marius back to Rome and outlawed Sulla instead. Amid chaos and bloodshed Marius attained his seventh consulship only to die seventeen days later.

Having driven Mithridates back to Pontus, Sulla summarily declared the Eastern campaign a total success and made his way back to Italy with all speed. Here the legends and Memoirs recount further encounters with fawning soothsayers and soaring dreams, but why repeat them? The goddess Bellona supplied fresh thunderbolts and Sulla dispensed them to his loyal generals, Pompey and Crassus foremost among them, who cast them all over Italy and Africa, turning Sulla’s enemies to ash. Fortune never ceased to smile for an instant. At Signia, Sulla was engaged by the army of Marius the son of Marius. Twenty thousand of Marius’s men were killed, eight thousand were taken prisoner; Sulla lost only twenty-three soldiers.

The second siege of Rome was not so easy. Sulla and Crassus approached from the north, Pompey from the south. The left wing under Sulla was annihilated, and he himself barely missed being killed by a spear; he later attributed his salvation to the tiny golden image of Apollo he had stolen from Delphi, which he always carried into battle, often holding it to his lips and murmuring prayers and whispered adorations like a lover. Rumours of Sulla’s death spread on both sides, even infecting Pompey’s army with despair. Finally, after dark, word came to Sulla that the right wing under Crassus had destroyed the enemy.

Once in Rome, Sulla had the disarmed remnants of the defending army, six thousand Samnites and Lucanians, rounded up and herded like cattle into the Circus Maximus. Meanwhile, he called a meeting of the Senate, and even as he began his address the slaughter in the Circus commenced. The din of the massacred was audible all over the city; the noise echoed in the Senate chamber like the wailing of ghosts. The senators were dumbfounded. Sulla continued to speak in a perfectly even tone of voice, as if nothing unusual were happening. The senators grew distracted and began to mill about and murmur among themselves, until Sulla stamped his foot and shouted at them to listen to what he was saying. ‘Ignore the noise from outside,’ he told them. ‘By my orders, some criminals are receiving correction.’

By consent of the Senate, Sulla proclaimed himself dictator, a constitutional seizure of authority that no one else had dared to attempt for more than a hundred years. As dictator, Sulla destroyed all opposition and rewarded his faithful generals. He was granted immunity for all his past actions. He reordered the constitution to strip the encroaching power of the populist tribunes and the masses and to restore the privileges of the nobles. When his original, legal term of one year as dictator expired, the Senate obliged him with an unprecedented and constitutionally questionable extension, ‘to complete his vital work for the salvation of the state.’

For a time Sulla ruled with an even hand, and the city breathed a sigh of relief, as if spring had arrived after a long, hard winter. But Sulla was not satisfied with his almost total triumph. Perhaps a soothsayer warned him of danger. Perhaps in a dream Bellona issued him more thunderbolts.

The proscriptions began with the original List of Eighty. The next day a second list of more than two hundred names appeared. On the third day another list appeared, again with more than two hundred names.

Sulla was as witty as ever. On the fourth day he made a public speech defending the killings. When he was asked if a fourth list was yet to come, he explained that at his age his memory had begun to fail. ‘So far we’ve posted the names of all the enemies of the state that I can remember. As more enemies occur to me, we’ll post more names.’ Eventually the lists numbered into the thousands.

The son of an emancipated slave was accused of having hidden one of the original Eighty. The penalty for concealing the proscribed was death. On his way to the Tarpeian Rock the wretch passed Sulla’s retinue in the street and reminded him they had once lived in the same tenement. ‘Don’t you remember?’ the man said. ‘I lived upstairs and paid two thousand sesterces. You lived in the rooms under me and paid three thousand.’ From the grin on his face no one could tell whether the man was joking or not. For once Sulla did not seem amused; perhaps he was not in a mood to be reminded of his humble origins. ‘Then you’ll appreciate the Tarpeian Rock,’ he told the man. ‘The rent costs nothing and the view is unforgettable.’ And with that he passed on, deaf to the man’s pleas for mercy.

Some wags insinuated that men were proscribed simply so that the state and friends of the state could obtain their property. ‘Did you hear,’ the joke ran, ‘So-and-So was killed by his big mansion on the Palatine, So-and-So by his gardens, and So-and-So by his new steam-bath installation.’ There was the tale of one Quintus Aurelius, who went down to the Forum and discovered his name on the lists. A passing friend asked him to dinner. ‘Impossible,’ said Quintus. ‘I haven’t the time. I’m being hunted down by my Alban estate.’ He rounded a corner and went no more than twenty paces before an assassin slit his throat.

But the proscriptions finally ended. Pompey went off to Africa to annihilate the last of his master’s enemies. Crassus threw himself into real estate speculation. Young populists like Caesar fled to the ends of the earth. Sulla divorced his beloved Metella (whose breasts had been slandered by the Athenians) on the religious grounds that her fatal illness threatened to pollute his home, and the dictator found himself pursued by the beautiful young divorcee Valeria (yes, Rufus’s sister); at a gladiator show she snatched a loose thread from the great man’s toga to claim a bit of his good fortune, caught his eye, and became his bride. The doddering prestige of the nobility was shored up with cracked plaster and straw, and rumours began to circulate that at any moment the newlywed Sulla would lay down his dictatorship and call for unfettered consular elections.

 

Down in Chrysogonus’s banquet hall, surrounded by spoils of the Social War, the civil war, and the proscriptions, Metrobius stood with his head held high and his hands clasped, drawing a deep breath. His song was nearing its end, having reviewed in witheringly satirical detail the highlights of its subject’s career. Even the humiliated poet, having emptied his belly of whatever ailed him and slunk back to his couch, had finally joined in the raucous laughter.

Tiro turned towards me, shaking his head. ‘I don’t understand these people at all,’ he whispered. ‘What sort of party is this?’

I had been wondering the same thing myself. ‘I think the rumours may be true. I think our esteemed Dictator and Saviour of the Republic may be contemplating his imminent retirement. That will mean solemn occasions and ceremonies, hymns of praise, retrospective orations, the official publication of his Memoirs. All very stiff and formal, respectable, Roman. But here among his own, Sulla would rather drink and make a joke of it. What a strange man he is! But wait, the song isn’t over.’

Metrobius was batting his eyes, shaping his hands in a demure, maidenly gesture, satirizing a shy virgin. He opened his painted mouth to sing:

 
They met, it is said, at a gladiatorial fest,
Where the living left living must be the best.
She plucked at his hem for a simple memento—
Or was it to glance at Sulla’s pimiento?
 

The laughter was deafening. Sulla himself leaned forward, pounded his open palm against the table, and almost fell from his couch. Chrysogonus smiled and looked smug, leaving no doubt about the line’s authorship. Hortensius playfully threw an asparagus spear in Metrobius’s direction; it flew over his head and struck the poet square on the forehead. Rufus drew away from Sorex, who was smiling and trying to whisper something in his ear. He did not look amused.

 
Flesh was pierced that day; men writhed in the dust.
Sulla drew his sword to prove it hadn’t gone to rust;
And the lady agreed, yes, the lady declared—
 

The song was interrupted by the clattering crash of an overturned table. Rufus was on his feet, his face quite red. Hortensius laid a restraining hand on his leg, but Rufus jerked away. ‘Valeria may be only your half sister, Hortensius, but she’s my flesh and blood,’ he snapped, ‘and I won’t listen to this filth. And she’s your wife!’ he said, coming to a sudden halt before the couch of honour and openly glaring at Sulla. ‘How can you stand for such insults?’

The room fell silent. For a long moment Sulla didn’t move but remained as he was, leaning on one elbow with his legs outstretched. He stared into space and worked his jaw back and forth, as if a tooth bothered him. Finally he swung his legs to the floor and slowly sat upright, staring up at Rufus with a look on his face that was at once sardonic, rueful, and amused.

‘You are a very proud young man,’ he said. ‘Very proud and very beautiful, like your sister.’ He reached for his wine and took a sip. ‘But unlike Valeria, you seem to lack a sense of humour. And if Hortensius is your half brother, perhaps that explains why you have only half his good sense, not to mention good manners.’ He sipped more wine and sighed. ‘When I was your age, many things about the world displeased me. Instead of complaining, I set about changing the world, and I did. If a song offends you, don’t throw a tantrum. Write a better one.’

Rufus stared back at him, holding his arms stiffly at his sides, clenching his fists. I imagined all the insults running through his head and whispered a silent prayer to the gods that he would keep his mouth shut. He opened his mouth and seemed about to speak, then looked angrily about the room and stalked out.

Sulla settled back on his couch, looking rather disappointed to have had the last word. There was an awkward silence, broken by a quip from the would-be poet: ‘There’s a young man who’s stunted his career!’ It was an abysmally stupid remark, coming from a nobody and aimed at a young Messalla and brother-in-law of the dictator. The silence became even more awkward, broken only by scattered groans and a suppressed cough from Hortensius.

The host was undismayed. Chrysogonus smiled his golden smile and looked warmly at Metrobius. ‘I believe there’s at least one more verse – no doubt the best saved for last.’

‘Indeed!’ Sulla rose to his feet, his eyes twinkling, staggering just a bit from the wine. He walked to the centre of the room. ‘What a gift you’ve all given me tonight! Even sweet little Rufus, acting so foolish and cocky – such a fiery head of hair, such a fiery temperament, as contrary as his sister. What a night! You’ve made me remember everything, whether I wanted to or not – good days and bad days alike. But the old days, those were the best, when I was a young man with nothing but hope, and faith in the gods, and the love of my friends. I was a sentimental fool even then!’ With that he took Metrobius’s face between his hands and kissed him full on the mouth, at which the audience spontaneously applauded. When Sulla broke the kiss, I saw tears on his cheeks. He smiled and staggered back, gesturing for the lyre player to resume as he fell back onto his couch.

The song began again:

 
And the lady agreed, yes, the lady declared—
 

but Tiro and I never heard the ending. Instead we turned our heads as one, distracted by the same unmistakable noise – the rasping slither of a steel blade drawn from its scabbard.

Chrysogonus had sent someone to check the upstairs after all, or else we had simply lingered too long in one place. A hulking figure emerged from the shadow of the doorway, limping slightly as he stepped into the pool of moonlight from the balcony. His wild hair was like a halo of blue flame and the look in his eyes turned my blood to ice. In his left hand he held a knife with a blade as long as a man’s forearm – perhaps the same blade he had used to stab Sextus Roscius over and over again.

A heartbeat later Magnus was joined by his henchman, the blond giant, Mallius Glaucia. The scar rent across his face by Bast looked raised and ugly in the pale light. He held his blade at the same angle as his master, tilted up and forwards as if poised to gut an animal’s belly.

‘What are you doing here?’ Magnus said, twisting the knife in his fingers so that the blade glimmered in the moonlight. His voice was higher than I had expected. His rural Latin was overlaid with the grating nasal accent of the street gangs.

I looked into both men’s eyes; they had no idea who I was. Glaucia had been sent to my house to intimidate or murder me, no doubt at Magnus’s order, but neither of them had actually seen me, except as a passing stranger on the road in front of Capito’s house. I slowly withdrew my hand from my tunic. I had meant to reach for my knife; instead I slipped the iron ring from my finger. I threw my hands in the air.

‘Please, forgive,’ I said, surprised at how little effort it took to sound meek and humble in the face of two giants bearing steel blades. ‘We’re the slaves of young Marcus Valerius Messalla Rufus. We were sent upstairs to fetch him, before the entertainment began. We lost our way – so stupid!’

‘And is that why you’re spying on the master of this house and his guests?’ Magnus hissed. He and Glaucia separated and approached from two sides, like the flanks of an army.

‘We paused here, just to have a look over the balcony and get some fresh air.’ I shrugged, keeping my hands in sight and doing my best to appear pathetic and confused. I glanced at Tiro and saw that he was following my lead admirably, or else was simply frightened out of his wits. ‘We heard the singing, found the little window – stupid and presumptuous of us, of course, and I’m sure the young master will see that we’re beaten for such insolence. It’s just that it’s not often we have the chance to look down on a gathering of such splendour.’

Magnus grabbed me by the shoulder and shoved me onto the balcony, into the moonlight. Glaucia pushed Tiro against me so that I tripped backwards against the waist-high brick wall and had to grab the edge to steady myself. I looked over my shoulder. The yawning abyss below resolved into a grassy knoll dappled by the moon shadow of the cypress trees. From below, the balcony had not looked nearly so far from the ground.

Magnus pulled at my hair and poked the tip of his blade into the soft flesh below my chin, forcing me to turn and face him. ‘I’ve seen you before,’ he whispered. ‘Glaucia, look here! Where do we know this dog from?’

The blond giant scrutinized me, pouted his lips, and wrinkled his forehead. He shook his head, baffled. ‘Don’t know,’ he grunted. Then his face lit up. ‘Ameria,’ he said. ‘Remember, Magnus? Just the other day, on the road, right before we got to Capito’s villa. He was coming the other way, riding alone.’

Magnus snarled at me. ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ The knife pressed harder, until I felt the skin break. I imagined my blood trickling down the blade. Never mind who I am, I wanted to say. I know who you are, both of you. You murdered your cousin in cold blood and stole his estates. And you broke into my home and left a bloody message on my wall. You would have murdered Bethesda if you’d had the chance. You’d probably have raped her first.

I brought my knee up with a jerk, straight into Magnus’s crotch. By reflex he reached downward. The blade ripped against my tunic, grazing my chest. No matter; I knew I was doomed anyway – Glaucia was right beside him with his dagger poised to strike. I braced myself for the blow to my heart. I even heard it, a sickening sound of ruptured flesh.

Except that no one had stabbed me, and Glaucia had tumbled to his knees, dropping his blade and grasping his head. Tiro stood over him holding a bloody brick in his hand. ‘It came loose from the wall,’ he explained, staring at it in amazement.

Neither of us thought to reach for Glaucia’s blade, but Magnus did. He snatched it up and retreated a few steps, then advanced with a blade in each hand, snorting like a Cretan bull.

I was over the wall before I even realized it, as if my body had leaped and left my head behind. I was falling through blackness, but not alone. To one side and a little above me, another body was dropping through space – Tiro. A little beyond him, plummeting like a burnt-out comet, was a fragment of brick, tumbling end over end and smeared with blood that glinted purple in the blue moonlight. Magnus was a furious face that peered over a wall high above, flanked by two upright daggers, growing smaller by the instant.
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Something remarkably hard and immense rushed up and struck me from below: packed, dry earth. As if I’d been scooped up by a giant’s hand, I felt myself pitched forwards, rolling head over heels and then abruptly coming to a complete stop. Beside me I heard Tiro moaning. He was complaining about something, but his words were slurred and indistinct. For a moment I forgot about Magnus entirely. All I could think of was how remarkably thin the air is, and how extraordinarily dense the ground seems by contrast. Then I came to my senses and looked up.

Magnus’s glowering face seemed incredibly far away; how could I have possibly jumped such a distance? There was no chance that he would follow – no sane man would take such a leap except to save his life. Nor would Magnus dare to raise a general alarm, not with Sulla in the house – that would risk raising too many questions and unpleasant complications. We were as good as free, I thought. In the time it would take Magnus to scurry through hallways and down stairs we would have long since disappeared into the night. Why then was he suddenly smiling?

The sound of a moan drew my eyes to Tiro, who shivered on his hands and knees beside me on the parched grass. He rose to his feet, or tried to, then fell helplessly forwards; tried again, and fell again. His face was twisted with pain. ‘My ankle,’ he whispered hoarsely, and then cursed. I looked up again at the balcony. Magnus was no longer there.

I scrambled to my feet and pulled Tiro upright. He clenched his teeth and made a strange gurgling noise – a howl of pain swallowed by sheer will.

‘Can you walk?’ I said.

‘Of course.’ Tiro pushed himself away from me and promptly collapsed to his knees. I pulled him upright again, clutched him against my shoulder, and began to walk as quickly as I could, then to trot. Somehow he managed to limp beside me, hopping and hissing with pain. We made our way a hundred feet or so before I heard a faint scuffling behind us and felt my heart sink.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Magnus dashing into the street, silhouetted by the blazing lamps of Chrysogonus’s portico. Following him was another figure – the lumbering hulk of Mallius Glaucia. For an instant I saw the blond giant’s face, lit by blue moonlight and framed by sputtering torches, streaked with blood and looking hardly human. They froze in the middle of the street, peering this way and that. I pulled Tiro into the shadow of the same tree from which we had watched Sulla’s arrival, thinking the darkness might shield us, but the movement must have caught Magnus’s eye. I heard a yell and then the slap of sandals against the paving stones.

‘On my shoulders!’ I hissed. Tiro understood immediately and hobbled to comply. I ducked between his legs, scooped him up, and started running, amazed at my own strength. I glided effortlessly over the smooth stones. I took a deep breath and laughed out loud, thinking I could run a mile and outdistance Magnus with every step. I heard them shouting behind me, but faintly; mostly I heard the pounding of blood in my ears.

Then, in an instant, with the drawing of a single breath that came up shorter than the others, the thrill of the moment subsided. Step by step the burst of energy dwindled. The level ground seemed to tilt uphill and then to melt, as if I were running through mud. Instead of laughing I was coughing, and suddenly I could hardly lift my feet; Tiro was as heavy as a bronze statue. I heard Magnus and Glaucia behind us, their footfalls drawing so near that the back of my neck began to twitch, flinching at the prospect of a knife between the shoulder blades.

We staggered along a high wall hung with ivy. The wall came to an end. That was when I saw Caecilia Metella’s house to my left. The portico was lit with a single brazier, flanked by the two guardians stationed there for the safekeeping of Sextus Roscius.

A breathless citizen carrying a slave piggyback was probably the last thing the two bleary-eyed guards expected to come rushing at them out of the darkness. They fumbled for their swords and jumped to their feet, looking like startled cats.

‘Help us!’ I managed to gasp. ‘Caecilia Metella knows me. Two men are running after us – street criminals – murderers!’

The soldiers drew apart and held their swords ready, but made no move to stop me when I bowed my head and let Tiro slip from my shoulders onto his feet. He took one limping step and then crumpled with a moan in front of the door. I stepped past him and began beating on the door, then looked over my shoulder to see Magnus and Glaucia come to a skittering halt just within reach of the brazier’s light.

Even the armed guards stepped back at the sight of them – Magnus with his wild hair, scarred face, and flaring nostrils, Glaucia with blood streaming down his forehead, both clutching daggers in their fists. I banged on the door again.

Magnus turned shifty-eyed, lowered his blade, and gestured to Glaucia to do the same. ‘These two are thieves,’ he said, pointing at me. Despite his wild appearance, his voice was measured and even. He wasn’t even winded. ‘Burglars,’ he declared. ‘Housebreakers. We caught them forcing their way into the home of Lucius Cornelius Chrysogonus. Hand them over.’

The two soldiers exchanged confused glances. They had been ordered to keep a prisoner inside, not to keep anyone out or to keep peace in the street. They had no reason to help two wild-eyed men with knives. Nor did they have any reason to protect two unexpected callers in the night. Magnus should have told them we were escaped slaves; that would have obligated the soldiers, as fellow citizens, to hand us over. But it was too late to change his story now. Instead, when the guards made no response, Magnus reached into his tunic and pulled out a heavy-looking purse. The guards looked at the purse and then at each other, and then, without affection, at Tiro and me. I beat on the door with both fists.

Finally a slit opened and through it peered the calculating eyes of the eunuch Ahausarus. His gaze shifted from me down to Tiro and then beyond us to the assassins in the street. I was still breathing hard, fumbling for words to explain, when he opened the door, ushered us inside, and slammed it shut behind us.

Ahausarus refused to wake his mistress. Nor would he allow us to stay the night. (‘Impossible,’ he sniffed haughtily, as if hosting Sextus Roscius and his family were taint enough on the household.) Magnus might still be waiting in ambush outside the house; even worse, he might have sent Glaucia for reinforcements. The sooner we left the better. After some hurried negotiations (mostly I begged while the eunuch arched his eyebrows and stared at the ceiling), Ahausarus was quite happy to see us off with a team of yawning litter bearers to carry Tiro, along with some gladiators from his mistress’s personal bodyguard.

 

‘No more adventures!’ said Cicero sternly. ‘There’s no point in it. When she hears of it in the morning, Caecilia will be scandalized. Tiro’s injured himself. And there’s no telling what sort of repercussions might have come of it – spying on Chrysogonus in his own house, with Sulla in the very room! My own slave and a disreputable henchman – forgive me, Gordianus, but it’s true – caught wandering about a private home on the Palatine during a party to honour Sulla. It wouldn’t be hard to make that out as some sort of threat to the security of the state, would it? What if they’d caught you and dragged you before Chrysogonus? They could have called you assassins as easily as thieves. Do you want to see my head on a spike? And all for nothing – you didn’t learn anything new from the whole escapade, did you? Nothing of importance, as far as I can see. Your work is done, Gordianus. Give it up! Everything depends now on Rufus and me. Two more days – tomorrow, and the day after, and then the trial. Until then no more of these absurd adventures! Stay out of the way, and try to stay alive. In fact, I forbid you to leave this house.’

Some people are not at their best when roused from bed in the middle of the night. Cicero was snappish and rude from the moment he arrived in the vestibule, summoned by a slave to witness the bizarre nocturnal visitation of tramping bodyguards and a slave borne in a litter. His eyes were hollow with dark pockets beneath; I suppose in his dreams there was no friendly goddess handing out thunderbolts. Weary or not, Cicero talked constantly, mostly to deride me, while he hovered like a brooding hen near Tiro, who lay belly-down on a table as the household physician (who was also the head cook) examined his ankle, turning it this way and that. Tiro winced and bit his lip. The physician nodded gravely, his eyes red and puffy from interrupted sleep.

‘Not broken,’ he finally said, ‘only sprained. He’s lucky; otherwise he might have had a limp for the rest of his life. The best thing’s to give him plenty of wine – thins the clotted blood inside and keeps the muscles loose. Soak his ankle in cool water tonight, the cooler the better – keeps down the swelling. If you wish, I can send someone after fresh spring water. Wrap it up tight tomorrow and see that he stays off it until the pain’s completely gone. I’ll have the carpenter carve him a crutch in the morning.’

Cicero nodded, relieved. Suddenly his jaw began to tremble. His mouth quivered. His chin dimpled. He opened his mouth in a gasping yawn, trying to keep it shut. He blinked, already falling asleep. He gave me one last disparaging glare through heavy-lidded eyes, shook his head disapprovingly at Tiro, and then returned to his bed.

 

I slunk wearily to my room. Bethesda was sitting wide-awake in bed, waiting for me. Listening through the door, she had been able to make out only the bare bones of the night’s adventure. She asked question after question. I kept answering, long after my mumbled replies stopped making any sense at all.

At some point I began to dream.

In my dream I lay with my head in the lap of a goddess who stroked my brow. Her skin was like alabaster. Her lips were like cherries. Though my eyes were closed, I knew she smiled, because I could feel her smile like warm sunshine on my face.

A door opened and the room was filled with light. Apollo of Ephesus entered, like an actor stepping onto a stage, naked and golden and blindingly beautiful. He knelt beside me and put his mouth so close to my ear that his soft lips brushed my flesh. His breath was as warm as the goddess’s smile, and smelled of honeysuckle. He whispered words of sweet comfort, like a murmuring brook.

Invisible hands played an invisible lyre, while an unseen chorus sang the most beautiful song I had ever heard – verse after verse of love and praise, all in my honour. At some point a wild giant with a knife ran blindly through the room, his eyes clotted with blood from a wound in his head; but nothing else occurred to spoil the absolute perfection of that dream.

 

A cock crowed. I gave a start and bolted upright, imagining I was back in my house on the Esquiline and thinking I heard strangers prowling in the grey dawn. But the noise I heard was only the sound of Cicero’s slaves getting ready for the day ahead. Beside me Bethesda slept like a stone, her black hair spread like tendrils about the pillow. I lay back beside her, thinking I couldn’t possibly fall asleep again.

I was unconscious almost before I closed my eyes.

Sleep spread around me in all directions – featureless, dreamless, devoid of any landmarks. Such a sleep is like eternity; with nothing to measure the passage of time and no markings to show the volume of space, an instant is no different from an aeon and an atom is as large as the universe. All the diversity of life, pleasure and pain alike, dissolves into a primal oneness, absorbing even nothingness. Is this what death is like?

And then, all at once, I woke.

Bethesda sat in the corner of the room, stitching up the hem of the tunic I had worn the night before. At some point, perhaps when I jumped, I had ripped it. Beside her was a half-eaten piece of bread smeared with honey.

‘What hour?’ I said.

‘Noon, or thereabouts.’

I stretched. My arms were stiff and sore. I noticed a large purple bruise on my right shoulder.

I stood. My legs were as sore as my arms. From the atrium I heard the buzzing of bees and the sound of Cicero declaiming.

‘All done,’ Bethesda announced. She held up the tunic, looking pleased with herself. ‘I washed it this morning. Cicero’s laundress showed me a new way. Even the grass stains came out. The air is so parched, it’s already dry.’ She stood behind me and lifted the tunic over my head to dress me. I raised my arms, groaning from the stiffness.

‘Food, Master?’

I nodded. ‘I’ll take it in the peristyle at the back of the house,’ I said. ‘As far as possible from the sound of our host orating.’

The day was perfect for idleness. In the square of blue sky above the courtyard, puffy white clouds floated by one at a time, no more, no less, as if the gods had decreed a procession. The air was warm, but not as hot as on previous days. A cool, dry breeze rustled over the roof and wafted through the shaded porticoes. Cicero’s slaves moved quietly about the household, wearing expressions of suppressed excitement and determination, infected by the gravity of the events transpiring in their master’s study. Today and one day more, and then the trial.

Bethesda stayed close beside me, offering to fetch this or that, attending to whatever I desired – a scroll, a drink, a broad-brimmed hat. Her demeanour was uncharacteristically subdued. Though she said nothing about it, I could tell that the lingering signs of the night’s danger – the torn tunic, the bruise on my shoulder – weighed on her spirit, and she was glad to have me safe and close at hand. When she brought me a cup of cool water, I set down the scroll I was reading, looked her in the eye, and let my fingers brush against hers. Instead of returning my smile she seemed to shudder, and I thought I saw her lips tremble, as slightly as the leaves of the willow trembled in the faint wind. Then she withdrew her hand and stepped away as Old Tiro the doorkeeper came walking diagonally across the courtyard directly in front of me, oblivious of the rules of decorum that confined the slaves to pass quietly beneath the porticoes. He passed by and disappeared again into the house, all the while shaking his head and muttering to himself.

The old freedman was followed soon after by his grandson. Tiro came careening across the courtyard, leaning on a crude wooden crutch and holding his tightly wrapped ankle aloft, going faster than his skill allowed. He was smiling stupidly, as proud of his lameness as a soldier might be of his very first wound. Bethesda fetched a chair and helped him into it.

‘The first scars and injuries of manhood are like a badge of initiation,’ I said. ‘But with repetition they become tedious and then depressing. Youth proudly gives up its suppleness, strength, and beauty, like sacrifices on the altar of manhood, and only later regrets.’

The sentiment left him unmoved. Tiro wrinkled his brow, still smiling, and glanced at the scroll I’d laid aside, thinking I was quoting epigrams. ‘Who said that?’

‘Someone who was once young. Yes, as young as you are now, and just as resilient. You seem to be in good spirits.’

‘I suppose.’

‘No pain?’

‘Some, but why bother with it? Everything’s too exciting.’

‘Yes?’

‘With Cicero, I mean. All the papers that have to be got ready, all the people dropping by – friends of the defence, good men like Marcus Metellus and Publius Scipio. Not to mention finishing his speech, trying to anticipate the prosecution’s arguments – there’s not enough time for everything, really. It’s all a mad rush. Rufus says it’s always like that, even with an advocate as experienced as Hortensius.’

‘So you’ve seen Rufus today?’

‘Earlier, while you slept. Cicero chided him for storming out on Sulla at the party, said Rufus was too rash and thin-skinned – the same way he chided you last night.’

‘Except that I’m sure Cicero is secretly proud of what Rufus did, and they both know it. Whereas Cicero is genuinely disgusted with me. Where is Rufus now?’

‘Down at the Forum. Cicero sent him to arrange for some sort of writ to be served on Chrysogonus, requesting that he bring forwards the two slaves, Felix and Chrestus, to make depositions. Of course Chrysogonus won’t allow it, but that will look suspicious, you see, and Cicero can work that into his oration. That’s the part we’ve been going over all morning. He’s actually going to call Chrysogonus by name. It’s what they least expect, because they think everyone is too frightened to speak the truth. He’s even going to call Sulla to task. You should hear some of the things he wrote last night while we were out, about the free hand Sulla’s given to criminals, the way he’s encouraged corruption and outright murder. Of course Cicero can’t use all of it; that would be suicide. He’ll have to soften it into something milder, but even so, who else has the courage to stand up for truth in the Forum?’

He was smiling again, a different smile, not of boyish pride but in a kind of adoring rapture, giddy at the prospect of following Cicero into the Forum, flushed with excitement like a soldier in the train of a beloved general. Injury and danger only served to heighten the excitement and to make their cause more splendid. But just how far would Cicero really go to invoke Sulla’s wrath? I snorted to myself and was on the verge of taunting Tiro with doubts. But I checked my tongue. After all, the danger he might face with Cicero was no less real than the danger he had faced with me. He had leaped into space beside me. He had raced across the moonlit Palatine in pain and fear without a word of complaint.

Now he was racing back to his master. He pulled himself up by his crutch and steadied himself on one leg. Bethesda moved to help him, and he blushingly allowed her. ‘I have to go now. I can’t stay. Cicero will be needing me again. He never stops, you know, not when he’s in the thick of it. He’ll send Rufus on a dozen errands to the Forum, and the three of us will be up all night.’

‘While I catch up on my sleep. But why don’t you stay longer? Rest; you’ll need your strength tonight. Besides, who else is there for me to talk to?’

Tiro wobbled against his crutch. ‘No, I really have to go back now.’

‘I see. I suppose Cicero merely sent you to check up on me.’

Tiro shrugged as best he could, leaning against his crutch. He turned shifty-eyed, and his face coloured. ‘Actually, Cicero sent me with a message.’

‘A message? Why you, with a twisted ankle?’

‘I suppose he thought the other slaves . . . that is, I’m sure he could have come himself, only – he told me to remind you of what he said last night. You do remember?’

‘Remember what?’ I was suddenly in a taunting mood again.

‘He says you’re to stay in the house and not to leave. Whatever comforts Cicero can offer, please feel free to take advantage of them. Or if you need anything from outside, feel free to send one of the household slaves.’

‘I’m not accustomed to staying inside all day and night. Perhaps I’ll make a trip down to the Forum with Rufus.’

Tiro reddened. ‘Actually, Cicero gave certain instructions to the watchmen he hired to protect the house.’

‘Instructions?’

‘He told them not to allow you to leave. To keep you inside.’

I stared at him in quiet disbelief until Tiro lowered his eyes. ‘To keep me inside? The way the guards at Caecilia’s keep Sextus Roscius inside?’

‘Well, I suppose.’

‘I’m a Roman citizen, Tiro. How can Cicero dare to imprison another citizen in his house? What will these guards do if I leave?’

‘Actually, Cicero told them to use force if they have to. I don’t think they’d actually beat you. . . .’

I felt my face and ears turn as red as Tiro’s. I glanced at Bethesda and saw that she was smiling very slightly, looking relieved. Tiro took a deep breath and backed away from me, as if he had drawn a line with his crutch and stepped behind it.

‘You must understand, Gordianus. This matter belongs to Cicero now. It always did. You put yourself in danger in his service, and for that he’s taken you under his protection. He asked you to find the truth, and you did. Now the truth must be judged by the law. That’s Cicero’s domain. The defence of Sextus Roscius is the most important event in his life. This could mean everything to him. He honestly believes you’re more a danger than a help now. You mustn’t confront him about this. You mustn’t test him. Do as he asks. Obey his judgment.’

Tiro turned to go, giving me no time to answer and using his clumsiness with the crutch as an excuse not to look back or make any gesture of farewell. In the empty courtyard his presence lingered: eloquent, loyal, insistent, and self-assured – in every regard the slave of his master.

I picked up the history by Polybius I had been reading, but the words seemed to run together and slide off the parchment. I raised my eyes and looked beyond the scroll, into the shadows of the portico. Nearby, Bethesda sat with her eyes closed, catlike and content in the warm sunlight. A ragged cloud crossed the sun, casting the courtyard into dappled shadow. The cloud departed; the sun returned. After a few minutes another cloud took its place. Bethesda seemed almost to be purring. I called her name.

‘Take this scroll away,’ I said. ‘It bores me. Go back to the study. Beg our host’s forgiveness for the interruption, and ask Tiro if he can find something by Plautus for me, or perhaps a decadent Greek comedy.’

Bethesda walked away, mouthing the unfamiliar name so that she wouldn’t forget it. She clutched the scroll in that strange way that the illiterate handle all documents – carefully, knowing it to be precious, but not too carefully, since it would be hard to break, and without any affection at all, even with some distaste. When she had disappeared into the house, I turned around and scanned the peristyle. No one was about. The heat of the day had reached its peak. All were inside napping or otherwise taking refuge in the cool depths of the house.

Climbing onto the roof of the portico was easier than I had anticipated. I pulled myself up one of the slender columns, grabbed hold of the roof and scrambled up. The height seemed nothing to a man who had practically flown the night before. Evading the guard posted at the far corner of the roof loomed as a greater challenge, or so I thought until my foot loosened a cracked tile and sent a spray of tiny stones hissing on the paved court below. The guard stayed just as he was, his back to me, standing straight up and dozing against his spear. Perhaps he heard me when I leaped to the alley below and upset a clay pot, but by then it was too late. I made a clean escape. This time no one pursued.
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There is a fine sense of freedom that comes from wandering about a familiar city with no particular destination in mind, with no one to meet, no duties, no obligations. My only concern was with certain men I wanted very much not to meet, Magnus chief among them. But I had a good notion of where a man like Magnus might or might not be found on such a fine afternoon, and as long as I stayed away from the familiar haunts to which those who knew my habits might direct a searching stranger, I felt relatively safe – almost a shadow, in fact. Or better, a man made of precious glass, as if the warm sunshine that beamed down on my shoulders and head passed straight through me, casting no shadow at all, and every citizen and slave I passed looked right through me. I was invisible. I was free. I had nothing to do and a thousand nameless, sun-drenched streets to do it in.

Cicero was right; my part in the investigation of the murder of Sextus Roscius was over. But until the trial was done, there was no way I could move on to other business, no way I could return with safety to my own home. Unused to having enemies himself (how soon that would change, with his ambitions!), Cicero expected me to hide myself away until all was clear, as if that were a simple thing. But in Rome one’s path is never entirely clear of enemies. When even a perfect stranger could prove to be Nemesis, no man can protect himself completely. What point is there in cowering away in another man’s house, behind the spear of another man’s guard? Fortune is the only true protection against death; perhaps it was true that Sulla was followed everywhere by her protecting hand – how else to explain his longevity when so many others around him, far less culpable and certainly more virtuous, were long dead?

It would have been amusing to surprise Rufus in the Forum; I imagined stealing up behind him in some dusty corner of some dusty clerk’s library, humming a snatch of Metrobius’s ditty from the night before – ‘and the lady agreed, yes, the lady declared’ – but the Forum was probably the most dangerous place for me to loiter, except for the Subura. Without a plan, I wandered northward towards the Quirinal Hill, into a region where the houses were shabby and the streets littered. I came to the edge of the Quirinal, above the Servian Wall; the street dropped off in a steep descent and the houses on either side drew back from the road, leaving a wide plaza with a patch of unkempt grass and a single straggly tree.

Even in the city of one’s birth there may be undiscovered streets that open onto unexpected vistas, and the goddess who guides aimless wanderers had guided me to such a spot. I paused for a long moment, looking out at the quadrant of Rome beyond the city walls, from the sweep of the Tiber on the left, sparkling beneath the sun as if it were on fire, to the straight, broad Flaminian Way on the right; from the jumble of buildings massed around the Circus Flaminius to the Field of Mars beyond, hazy with dust. The sound and the odour of the city rose on the warm air like a breath exhaled from the valley below. For all its danger and corruption, for all its meanness and squalor, Rome still pleases my eyes more than any other city on earth.

I made my way south again, following a narrow footpath that skirted the backyards of tenements, crossed alleys and wound through patches of green. Women called out to one another across the way; a child cried and his mother began to sing a lullaby; a man roared in a drunken, sleepy voice for everyone to be quiet. The city, languorous and good-natured from the warmth, seemed to swallow me up.

I passed through the Fontinal Gate and wandered aimlessly until I rounded a corner and saw looming ahead of me the charred mass of a burned-out tenement. Blackened windows opened onto blue sky above, and while I watched, a long section of one wall fell crashing to the ground, toppled by slaves pulling long ropes. The ground all about was blackened with ash and tumbled with heaps of ruined clothing and what remained of household goods – a cheap pot melted by the heat, the black skeleton of a loom, a long jagged bone that might have been human or canine. Beggars picked through the sorry remains.

Because of the unfamiliar angle by which I had approached, a long, puzzled moment passed before I realized this was the same tenement that Tiro and I had watched go up in flames only a few days before. Another blackened wall came crashing down, and through the vacant space, standing in the street with his arms crossed and issuing orders to his foremen, I saw Crassus himself.

The wealthiest man in Rome looked quite cheerful, smiling and chatting with those among his large retinue privileged to stand within his earshot. I stepped carefully around the periphery of the ruins and placed myself at the edge of the group. A rat-faced sycophant, unable to insinuate himself farther into the throng, was willing to settle for a conversation with a passing stranger.

‘Clever?’ he said, following my lead and turning up his rat’s nose. ‘Hardly the word for Marcus Crassus. A brilliant individual. No other man in Rome is so economically astute. Say what you like about Pompey being a brilliant general, or even Sulla. There are other kinds of generals in this world. Silver denarii are the troops of Marcus Crassus.’

‘And his battlefields?’

‘Look in front of you. What more carnage could you desire?’

‘And who won this battle?’

‘You have only to look at Marcus Crassus’s face to know that.’

‘And who lost?’

‘The poor beggars in the street, picking through what’s left of their belongings and wishing they still had a roof over their heads!’ The man laughed. ‘And the wretched owner of this wreck. Previous owner, I should say. Off on holiday when it happened. Not a very good strategist. So saddled with debts that they say he killed himself when he got word of the fire. Crassus had to deal with the grieving son, and certainly got the better of him. They say he gave up the property for less than the cost of a trip to Baiae. And you think that’s merely clever?’ The man narrowed his rat’s eyes and pursed his thin lips in an access of admiration.

‘But he’ll have to pay to have the tenement rebuilt,’ I suggested.

The man arched one eyebrow. ‘Not necessarily. Given the density of this neighbourhood, Crassus may leave the property undeveloped, at least for a while. That’s so he can raise the rents on the tenement next door, and keep them up. He bought that property at the same time, off a panic-stricken fool who gave it up for a song.’

‘You mean the building that barely escaped the flames? That one there, where people keep streaming out the door, assisted by those large men who look like brawlers from a street gang?’

‘Those are employees of Marcus Crassus, evicting tenants unwilling or unable to pay the new rents.’

We watched together as a thin old man in a tattered tunic stepped cautiously out of the building next door with a large sack balanced on his back. One of the evictors intentionally stuck out his foot and tripped the man, causing the sack to slip from his shoulders and break open when it hit the street. A woman came running from an already loaded wagon, screaming at the enforcers while she helped the old man to his feet. The innocent guard turned red-faced and looked away in chagrin, but the culprit only began to laugh, so raucously that heads all around us turned to watch, including that of Crassus.

My new acquaintance seized the occasion of being in the great man’s line of sight. ‘It’s nothing to bother you, Marcus Crassus,’ he shouted, ‘just an unruly ex-tenant blowing farts at one of your servants!’ He let out a ratty little laugh. Crassus’s eternal smile wavered a bit, and he stared at the man briefly with a perplexed expression, as if trying to remember who he might be. Then he turned away and resumed his business. The rat-faced man turned up his long nose in smug triumph. ‘There,’ he said, ‘did you notice the way he laughed at my little joke? Marcus Crassus always laughs at my jokes.’

I turned my back on him in disgust, walking away so quickly I hardly noticed where I was going. I bumped into a half-naked slave covered with soot who had a rope slung over his shoulder. The rope went slack and he pushed me aside, shouting at me to look out. A section of wall fell crashing at my feet, shattering like bits of hardened clay. Had I missed bumping into the slave I might have walked right under it and probably died in an instant. Instead a cloud of soot billowed harmlessly about my knees, darkening the hem of my tunic. Feeling eyes on my back, I glanced over my shoulder and saw Crassus, alone of all those around him, staring straight at me. He did not smile, but very soberly gave a superstitious nod of his head in acknowledgment of a stranger’s unaccountable good fortune. Then he turned away.

 

I walked on in the way that one walks when furious, or heart-broken, or lost in the inexplicability of existence – aimlessly, carelessly, with no more attention to my feet than a man pays to his heartbeat or breath. Yet it could hardly have been an accident that I found myself retracing exactly the route that Tiro and I had taken on the first day of my investigation. I found myself in the same square, watching as the same women drew water from the neighbourhood cistern and shooed away the same indolent children and dogs. I paused by the sundial and gave a start when the same citizen passed by me, the very man I had queried before about the way to the House of Swans, the quoter of plays and despiser of sundials. I raised my hand and opened my mouth, trying to think of some greeting. He looked up and stared at me strangely, then glowered as he leaned to one side, making it quite obvious that I was blocking his view of the sundial. He noted the time with a snort, glowered at me again and hurried on. It was not the same man at all, nor did he bear anything more than a passing resemblance.

I walked on, down the narrow winding street that led to the House of Swans, past blind walls mounted with sconces and the remnants of torches and scrawled with graffiti, political or obscene or sometimes both together. (P. CORNELIUS SCIPIO FOR QUAESTOR, A MAN YOU CAN TRUST, read one in an elegant hand, and next to it, hastily scrawled, P. CORNELIUS SCIPIO WOULD CHEAT A BLIND WHORE AND GIVE HER AN UGLY BABY.)

I passed the dead-end alley where Magnus and his two henchmen had lain in wait. I stepped around the dim bloodstain that marked the place where old Sextus Roscius had died. It was even duller than it had been on the day of my first visit, but not hard to locate, as the space all around it was markedly clean in contrast to the grimy cobblestones that filled the street. Someone had been out washing the very spot, scrubbing and scrubbing, trying to eliminate it once and for all. The job must have taken hours, and all for nothing – if anything, the spot was more conspicuous than before, and all the passing feet and soot-laden winds that had soiled it once would have to soil it again to make it disappear once more into the street. Who had worked here for hours on hands and knees (in the middle of the day? in the middle of the night?) with a scouring rag and a pail, desperately trying to wipe out the past? The shopkeeper’s wife? The widowed mother of the mute boy? I imagined Magnus himself doing it, and almost laughed at the idea of the glowering assassin down on his hands and knees like a scrub maid.

I stooped down, brought my face near to the ground and stared into the flat stones and the tiny flecks of blackened red trapped in every fissure and pit. This was the very stuff that had given life to Sextus Roscius, the same blood that flowed in the veins of his sons, the same blood that heated the body of young Roscia, standing warm and naked against a dark wall in my memory; the same blood that must have run down her thighs when her father broke her maidenhead; the same blood that would burst from his own flesh when and if a Roman court saw fit to have him publicly scourged and then sewn up alive in a sack full of wild beasts. I stared into the stain until it grew so vast and deep that I could see nothing else, but even then it gave no answers, revealed nothing about either the living or the dead.

I unbent myself, groaning as my legs and back reminded me of last night’s leap. I stepped forward just enough to peer into the gloomy shop. The old man sat behind the counter at the back, propping his head on his elbow, his eyes shut. The woman fussed about the sparsely stocked shelves and tables. The shop exhaled a dank, cool breath into the sunlit street, tinged with sweet rot and musk. I went into the tenement across the street. The downstairs watchman was nowhere in sight. His little partner at the top of the stairs was asleep with his drooling mouth wide open and a half-full cup of wine in his hand, tilted just enough so that he spilled a few drops with each snore.

Inside my tunic I fingered the hilt of the knife the boy had given me. I paused for a long moment, wondering what I could say to either of them. To the widow Polia that I knew the name of the men who had raped her? That one of them, Redbeard, was dead? To little Eco that he could take back his knife, because I had no intention of killing Magnus or Mallius Glaucia for him?

I walked down the long, dark hallway. Every board I stepped on creaked and groaned above the muffled voices from the cubicles. Who would huddle inside in the dark in the middle of such a day? The sick, the old, the infirm and crippled, the weak and starving, the lame. Ancients beyond any use, infants unable yet to walk. There was no reason that Polia and her son should be home at all, and yet my heart caught in my throat as I rapped on the door.

A young girl pulled the door wide open, giving me a view of the whole room. An ancient crone huddled amid blankets in one corner. A little boy knelt in the open window. He glanced over his shoulder at me, then went back to watching the street below. Except for its size and shape, everything about the room was different.

Two watery eyes looked out from the blankets. ‘Who is it, child?’

‘I don’t know, Grandmother.’ The little girl stared at me suspiciously.

‘What do they want?’

The little girl made an exasperated face. ‘My grandmother says, what do you want?’

‘Polia,’ I said.

‘Not here,’ said the boy in the window.

‘I must have the wrong room.’

‘No,’ said the little girl crossly. ‘Right room. But she’s gone.’

‘I mean the young widow and her son, the little mute boy.’

‘I know that,’ she said, looking at me as if I were an imbecile. ‘But Polia and Eco aren’t here any more. First she left, and then he left.’

‘Gone,’ added the old woman from the corner. ‘That’s how we finally got this room. Lived across the hall before, but this room is bigger. Big enough for all five of us – my son and his wife and the two little ones.’

‘I like it better like this, when Mommy and Daddy are out and it’s just us three,’ said the boy.

‘Shut up, Appius,’ snapped the girl. ‘One day Mommy and Daddy will go out and never come back, just like happened to Eco. They’ll disappear, like Polia. You’ll run them off because you’re always crying. We’ll see how you like that.’

The little boy started crying. The old woman clucked her tongue. ‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘Polia left without taking the boy?’

‘Abandoned him,’ said the old woman.

‘I don’t believe it.’

She shrugged. ‘Couldn’t pay the rent. The landlord gave her two days to get out. The next morning she was gone. Took everything she could carry and left the boy all alone to fend for himself. Next day the landlord showed up, took what little was left of their things, and threw the boy into the street. Eco hung around here for a few days. People felt sorry for him, gave him scraps to eat. But the doorkeepers finally ran him off. Are you a relative?’

‘No.’

‘Well, if Polia owed you money, you’d best forget it.’

‘We didn’t like them, anyway,’ said the little girl. ‘Eco was stupid. Couldn’t say a word, even when Appius would hold him down and sit on him and I’d tickle him till he turned blue. He’d just make a noise like a pig.’

‘Like a pig getting poked,’ said the little boy, suddenly laughing instead of crying. ‘That’s what Daddy said.’

The old woman scowled. ‘Shut up, both of you.’

 

Business was brisk at the House of Swans, especially for so near to midday. The proprietor attributed the traffic to a slight change in the weather. ‘The heat riles them all up, sets a man’s blood boiling – but too much heat can cause even a vigorous man to wilt. Now that the weather is at least tolerable again, they’re back in droves. All those pent-up fluids. You’re certain you have no interest in the Nubian? She’s new, you know. Ah!’ He gave a sigh of relief as a tall, well-dressed man entered the vestibule from the inner corridor. The sigh meant that Electra was no longer occupied and would be able to see me, which meant that the tall stranger must have been her previous client. He was a handsome man of middle age with touches of grey at the temples. He made only a faint, compressed smile of satisfaction as he nodded to our mutual host. I felt a stupid twinge of jealousy and told myself that the reason he smiled with his mouth shut was because his teeth were bad.

In a perfect house of this sort we should never have seen one another, being consecutive customers of the same whore, but the perfect house of this sort does not exist. Our host at least had the decorum to step between us, nodding first to the stranger as he passed and then spinning back around to me. His wide body made a formidable screen. ‘Just another moment,’ he said softly, ‘while the lady composes herself. Like a fine Falerian wine, one wouldn’t want to open the bottle too quickly. Haste might spoil the bouquet with bits of cork.’

‘Do you really imagine there’s anything of Electra’s cork left intact?’ said one of the girls from the corner of her mouth as she passed behind me. My host made no sign that he heard, but his eyes flashed and his fingers twitched. I could see he was accustomed to using his hands on his whores, but not in front of a paying customer.

He left me for a moment and then returned, smiling unctuously. ‘All ready,’ he said, and waved me into the corridor.

Electra was as striking as I had remembered, but there was a weariness about her eyes and mouth that cast a shadow on her beauty. She reclined on her couch with one knee raised and her elbow balanced atop it, her head thrown back on the pillows amid the great mass of her dark hair. At first she failed to recognize me, and I felt a pang of disappointment. Then her eyes brightened a bit and she reached up self-consciously as if to compose her hair. I flattered myself that for another man she would not have cared how she looked, and in the next instant I wondered if she pulled the same subtle trick on every man who came to use her.

‘You again,’ she said, still acting, using a low, sultry voice that she might have used with anyone. And then, as if she suddenly, finally remembered exactly why I had come before and what I had sought, she unmasked her voice and gave me a look of such naked vulnerability that I trembled. ‘This time you came alone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Without your bashful little slave?’ A trace of wickedness, easy and lilting rather than studied, came back into her voice.

‘Not only bashful, but naughty. Or so his master thinks. And too busy to come with me today.’

‘But I thought he belonged to you.’

‘He doesn’t.’

Her face was suddenly naked again. ‘Then you lied to me.’

‘Did I? Only about that.’

She raised her other knee and clasped them both against her breasts as if to hide herself from me. ‘Why did you come here today?’

‘To see you.’

She laughed and arched one eyebrow. ‘And do you like what you see?’ Her voice was sultry and false again. It seemed to change back and forth beyond her control, like the closing of a lizard’s inner eyelid. She stayed just as she was, but her pose seemed suddenly coy rather than shielded. When I had first met her she had seemed so strong and genuinely lusty, almost indestructible. Today she seemed weak and broken, fragile, old, dreamless. A part of me had been excited at the prospect of seeing her again, alone and at my leisure; but now her beauty only caused me a kind of pain.

She shivered and looked away. The slight motion caused the gown to part across her thigh. Against the pale, sleek flesh there was a slender stripe, red at the edges and purple at the centre, like the mark of a cane or a stiff leather thong. Someone had struck her there, so recently that the bruise was still forming. I remembered the vaguely smiling noble who had left with his nose in the air.

‘Did you find Elena?’ Electra’s voice had changed again. Now it was husky and thick, like smoke. She kept her face averted, but I could see it in the mirror.

‘No.’

‘But you found out who took her, and where.’

‘Yes.’

‘Is she all right? In Rome? And the child . . . ?’ She saw me watching her in the mirror.

‘The child died.’

‘Ah.’ She lowered her eyes.

‘At birth. It was a hard birth.’

‘I knew it would be. Only a child herself, such slender hips.’ Electra shook her head. A tendril of hair fell across her face. Her image, captured just so in the mirror, was suddenly too beautiful to look at.

‘Where was this?’ she said.

‘In a small town. A day or two from Rome.’

‘The town where Sextus Roscius came from – Ameria, is that the name?’

‘Yes, it was in Ameria.’

‘She dreamed of going there. Ah, I think she must have liked that, the fresh air, the animals, and trees.’

I thought of the tale Felix and Chrestus had told me, and felt almost sick. ‘Yes, quite a lovely little town.’

‘And now? Where is she now?’

‘Elena died. Not long after the birth. It was the birth that killed her.’

‘Ah, well. She chose it then. She wanted to have his child so badly.’ She turned her shoulder to me, making sure I couldn’t see her in the mirror. How long had it been since Electra had allowed a man to see her weep? After a moment she turned back and laid her head against the pillows. Her cheeks were dry, but her eyes glistened. Her voice was hard. ‘You might have lied to me. Did you consider that?’

‘Yes.’ Now it was I who lowered my eyes, not out of shame but because I was afraid she would see the whole truth.

‘You lied to me before. You lied about the slave boy being yours. So why not this time?’

‘Because you deserve the truth.’

‘Do I? Am I that awful? Why not mercy instead? You might have told me Elena was happy and alive, with a healthy baby at her breast. How would I have known it was a lie? Instead you told me the truth. What good is truth to me? Truth is like a punishment. Do I really deserve it? Does it give you pleasure?’ Tears streamed from her eyes.

‘Forgive me,’ I said. She turned away and said nothing.

I left the House of Swans, pushing past the grinning whores and tense-lipped, leering customers who lingered in the vestibule. The host veered by, smiling like a grotesque mask from a comedy. In the street I stopped to catch my breath. A moment later he came running after me, shouting and clenching his fists.

‘What did you do to her? Why is she crying like that? Crying and refusing to stop. She’s too old to cry and get away with it, even with her looks. Her eyes will puff up and she’ll be useless for the rest of the day. What sort of man are you, anyway? There’s something indecent about you, unnatural. Don’t bother to come back. Go to another place. Find another man’s girls to play your little games.’ He stormed back into the house.

A little way down the road, close enough to have heard everything, stood the cool noble who had left before me, surrounded by a pair of bodyguards and a small retinue; he must have been at least a minor magistrate. The whole company guffawed and grinned as I passed by. Their master gave me a thin, condescending smile, the kind of look a powerful man gives to an inferior to acknowledge that despite the gulf between them the gods have given them the same appetites.

I stopped and stared at him, long and hard enough that he finally stopped smiling. I imagined him broken-jawed, bent over, and bleeding, shocked by an avalanche of pain. One of the guards growled at me like a hound sniffing invisible threats. I clenched my fists inside my tunic, bit my tongue so hard it bled, stared straight ahead, and forced myself to keep walking.

 

I walked until I longed to stop walking, through crowded squares where I felt a total stranger, past taverns I could not stand to enter. The illusion of invisibility descended on me again, but with it there was no sense of strength or freedom, only emptiness. Rome became a city of endless squalor, shrieking babies, the stench of raw onions and rotted meat, the grime of unwashed paving stones. I watched a legless beggar drag himself across the street while a pack of children followed behind, pelting him with pebbles and taunting him with insults.

The sun descended. I felt a gnawing in the pit of my stomach, but I could not stand to eat. The air became thin and cool in the gathering twilight. I found myself before the entrance to the Baths of Pallacina, that favoured haunt of the late Sextus Roscius.

‘Busy day,’ said the young attendant as he took my clothing. ‘Hardly any business at all the past few days – too hot for it. No hurry this evening. We’ll be staying open late to make up for the loss.’ He returned with a drying cloth. I took it from him and said something to distract him while I draped the towel over my left arm, making sure it concealed my knife. Even naked I had no intention of going unarmed. I stepped into the caldarium, and he shut the door behind me.

The fading sunset cast a strange orange glow through the high window. An attendant with a burning taper lit a single lamp recessed in one wall, then was called away before he could light the others. The room was so dim and the steam on the water so thick that the score or so of men who lounged about the pool were as indistinct as shadows, like statues seen through a dull orange mist. I lowered myself into the water slowly, bit by bit, hardly able to tolerate the heat, until the swirling water lapped at my throat. Around me men groaned as if they were in pain or ecstasy. I groaned with them, merging into the obscurity of the warmth and vapour. The glow from the window failed by imperceptible degrees. The attendant never returned to ignite the lamps, but no one complained or shouted for light. The darkness and the heat were like lovers whom no one dared to separate.

The lamp sputtered. The flame leaped up and then grew small, leaving the room even darker than before. Water lapped quietly against tile, men breathed in sighs and soft groans. I looked about and saw nothing but vapour, featureless and infinite except for the single point of light cast by the lamp, like the glow of a lighthouse on a faraway hilltop. Shapes bobbed in the distance like floating islands or monsters of the deep prowling the surface.

I sank deeper in the water, until I could feel the breath from my nostrils swirl against the surface. I narrowed my eyes, stared across the gulf of mist at the flickering flame, and for a while I seemed almost to dream without shutting my eyes. I thought of no one and nothing. I was a dreaming man, a floating, moss-covered island in a humid sea, a boy playing at fantasy, a child in the womb.

Against the background of mist, one of the shapes drew nearer – a head floating on the water. It approached, and stopped; approached and stopped again, each time accompanied by the almost imperceptible sound of flesh parting water, followed by the advancing caress of tiny waves against my cheeks.

He drew so near that I could almost make out his face, outlined by long, dark hair. He rose a bit, just enough so that I glimpsed broad shoulders and a strong neck. He seemed to be smiling, but in that light I might have imagined anything.

Then he slowly sank beneath the water with a soft fuming of bubbles and a swirl of mist – Atlantis sinking into the sea. The surface of the pool closed over him and the water merged into the mist, undisturbed. He had vanished.

I felt something brush against the calf of my leg, like an eel slithering through the water.

My heart began to pound. My chest grew tight. I had wandered the city for hours, so blindly that the clumsiest assassin could have followed me and I never would have known it. I turned and reached for the towel on the edge of the pool, and the knife concealed beneath it. Just as my hand closed on the hilt, the water boiled and splashed behind me. He touched my shoulder.

I whirled about in the water, splashing, slipping against the floor of the pool. I reached out blindly and seized him by the hair, then brought the blade to his throat.

He cursed aloud. Behind me I heard the curious murmur of the crowd, like a blind beast stirred from its sleep.

‘Hands!’ I shouted. ‘Out of the water!’ The surrounding murmur turned to a commotion. On either side of me two hands leaped out of the water like snapping fish, empty and blameless. I pulled my blade away from his throat. I must have cut him; a thin dark line marked the indent of the blade, and beneath it was a smeared trickle of blood. I was finally close enough to see his face – not Magnus at all, just a harmless young man with startled eyes and gritted teeth.

Before the chief attendant could come, before the lamps could be lit, exposing me for all to see as the fool I was, I let him go and pulled myself from the water. I dried myself as I hurried towards the door, taking care to conceal the knife before I stepped into the light and demanded my clothes. Cicero was right. I was unsettled and dangerous and unfit to be on the streets.




XXIX

 



 

 

 

It was Tiro who answered the door. He looked exhausted but exultant, so thoroughly pleased with himself and with existence in general that I could see it took him an effort to put on a disapproving face. In the background the voice of Cicero droned on, stopping and starting, an ambient noise like the sound of crickets on a summer night.

‘Cicero is furious with you,’ Tiro whispered. ‘Where have you been all day?’

‘Looking for bodies amid charred rubble,’ I said. ‘Chatting with friends of the great. Visiting ghosts and old acquaintances. Lying with whores; excuse me, lying to whores. Brandishing knives at amorous strangers . . .’

Tiro made a face. ‘I don’t have the least idea what you’re talking about.’

‘No? I thought Cicero had taught you everything there is to know about words. And yet you can’t follow me.’

‘Are you drunk?’

‘No, but you are. Yes, look at you – as giddy as a boy after his first cup of wine. Drunk on your master’s rhetoric, I can tell. You’ve been going at it for eight hours straight, probably on an empty stomach. It’s a wonder you could find your way to answer the door.’

‘You’re not making sense.’

‘I’m making perfect sense. But you’re so intoxicated with gibberish that a little common sense must seem as insipid to you as spring water to a hardened drunkard. Listen to him – like a knife against slate, if you ask me. Yet you act as if it were a siren’s song.’

I had at last managed to eradicate the cheerfulness from Tiro’s face and replace it with a frown of consternation. At that moment Rufus looked tentatively around the corner and then strode into the vestibule, flushed and smiling and batting his heavy-lidded eyes. He looked utterly exhausted, which at his age only served to make him look more charming, especially as he could not stop smiling.

‘We’ve finished the second draft,’ he announced. The constant droning from Cicero’s study had abruptly stopped. On Rufus’s face was the transported look of a child who might have seen a centaur in the woods and could not possibly hope to describe it. ‘Brilliant,’ he finally said. ‘Of course, what do I know of rhetoric? Only what I’ve learned from teachers like Diodotus and Molo, and what I’ve heard with my own ears, sitting in on the Senate and the courts since I was a child. But I swear to you, he’ll bring tears to your eyes when you hear him at the trial. Men will come to their feet with clenched fists, demanding that Sextus Roscius be set free. There’s no final version, of course; we have to contend with all sorts of possibilities, depending on whatever tricks Erucius comes up with. But Cicero’s done what he can to foresee every contingency, and the core of his final argument is there, finished and perfect and ready, like pillars awaiting the dome of a temple. It’s brilliant, there’s no other word for it. I feel so humble simply to have been a witness to it.’

‘You don’t think it’s too dangerous?’ Tiro said in a low voice, stepping from behind me and drawing closer to Rufus, whispering so as to hide his doubts from Cicero in his study.

‘In an unjust state, any act of decency is by its nature dangerous,’ said Rufus. ‘And also brave. A brave man will not fail to put himself into danger, if he has just cause.’

‘Still, aren’t you worried about what might happen after the trial? Such harsh words for Chrysogonus, and Sulla himself isn’t spared.’

‘Is there room in a Roman court for the truth, or not?’ said Rufus. ‘That’s the question. Have we reached such a state that truth is a crime? Cicero is staking his future on the essential fairness and honesty of good Roman citizens. What else can a man of his integrity do?’

‘Of course,’ said Tiro soberly, nodding. ‘It’s his nature to challenge hypocrisy and injustice, to act out of his own principles. Given his nature, what choice does he have?’

I stood by, forgotten and alone. While they conferred and debated, I quietly slipped away and joined Bethesda between the warm sheets of my bed. She purred like a half-asleep cat, then wrinkled her nose with a growl of suspicion when she smelled Electra’s perfume on my flesh. I was too weary to explain or even to tease her. I did not hold her but instead turned my back to her and let her hold me, and so, just as the sound of Cicero’s droning abruptly resumed from the atrium, I slipped into a restless sleep.

 

One might have thought the house had been deserted, or that someone was gravely ill, so supreme did quiet reign over Cicero’s household the next morning. The strain and bustle of the previous day were replaced by a steady calm that had the appearance of lethargy. The slaves did not scurry back and forth but took their time, speaking always in hushed voices. Even the constant droning of Cicero’s voice had stopped; not a sound came from his study. I ate a bowl of olives and bread that Bethesda brought me and passed the morning as I had the day before, resting and reading in the courtyard near the back of Cicero’s house with Bethesda nearby.

The reproof I expected from Cicero never came. Instead he ignored me, though not in any pointed manner. I simply seemed to have slipped from his consciousness. I did notice, however, that the guard on the roof whom I had eluded the day before had changed his routine to include an occasional circuit of the colonnade surrounding the courtyard. From his sullen glances I could tell that he, at least, had not escaped Cicero’s wrath.

At some point Tiro appeared. He asked if I was comfortable. I told him I had been reading Cato all morning, but except for that I had no complaints. ‘And your master?’ I said. ‘I haven’t heard a sound from him all day. Not a single epigram, not even the tiniest allusion, not one specimen of alliteration. Not even a metaphor. He’s not ill, is he?’

Tiro bowed his head slightly and spoke with the hushed voice of one admitted to the inner circle of a great enterprise. His transgressions with Roscia forgiven (or at least momentarily forgotten), he had fallen more than ever under his master’s spell. Now the climax approached, and his faith in Cicero had become almost mystical. ‘Cicero is fasting and resting his voice today,’ Tiro said, with all the gravity of a priest explaining the omens to be seen in a flying flock of geese. ‘All his practising these past few days has worn his throat until he’s hoarse. So today no solid foods, only liquids to soothe his throat and moisten his tongue. I’ve been recopying a fresh draft of his oration, while Rufus sorts through each of the legal references to make sure nothing has been overlooked or wrongly attributed. Meanwhile, the house is to be as still and quiet as possible. Cicero must have a day of rest and calm before the trial.’

‘Or else – what?’ I said. ‘A crippling attack of gas before the Rostra?’ Bethesda snickered. Tiro coloured, but quickly recovered. He was far too proud of Cicero to allow a mere insult to fluster him. His manner became haughty. ‘I only bring it up so that you’ll understand when I ask you to be as quiet as possible and to cause no disturbances.’

‘Like the one I caused yesterday by escaping over the roof?’

‘Exactly.’ He held himself erect for a final haughty moment, then let his shoulders slump. ‘Oh, Gordianus, why can’t you simply do as he asks? I don’t understand why you’ve become so . . . so unreasonable. If you only knew. Cicero understands things that we only guess at. You’ll see what I mean tomorrow, at the trial. I only wish you trusted him as you should.’

He turned, and as he left he took a deep breath and shivered, the way dogs shiver to dry themselves, as if I had left a residue of ill will and disbelief on him and he did not wish to reenter his master’s presence stained by my pollution.

‘I don’t understand you, either,’ said Bethesda softly, looking up from her sewing. ‘Why do you taunt the boy? It’s obvious that he admires you. Why do you make him choose between his master and you? You know that’s unfair.’

It was a rare thing for Bethesda to chide me in such open terms. Was my behaviour so blatantly inappropriate that even my slave felt free to criticize it? I had nothing to say in my defence. Bethesda saw that she had pricked me and made a further sally.

‘If you have a quarrel with Cicero, it makes no sense to punish his slave for it. Why not go to Cicero directly? But I must confess, I don’t understand your attitude any better than the boy. Cicero has been only fair and reasonable at every turn, at least so far as I can see; no, more than fair. Not like the other men you work for. He’s taken you into his household for your own protection, along with your slave – imagine that! He’s fed you, opened his library to you, even posted a guard to look after you from the roof. Try to imagine your good client Hortensius’s doing that! I wonder what the inside of Hortensius’s house looks like, and how many slaves he owns? But I suppose I shall never know.’

Bethesda put down her handiwork. She shielded her eyes from the sun and looked about the courtyard, noting the decorations and flourishes as if they had been installed especially for her approval. I didn’t bother to reprimand her for speaking out of hand. What did the opinions of a slave matter, after all – except that, as always, she had spoken the very doubts and questions that were spinning in my own head.
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The Ides of May dawned with a pale blue light. I woke in slow stages, dislocated from my dreams and disoriented in a strange house – neither my house on the Esquiline nor any of the houses I had passed through in a lifetime of restless travel. Hushed, hurried voices penetrated the room from every quarter. Why should any house be so busy so very early in the morning? I kept thinking that someone must have died during the night, but in that case I would have been awakened by sobbing and lamentations.

Bethesda was pressed against my back with one arm slipped beneath my own, hugging my chest. I felt the soft, full cushion of her breasts against my back, pressing gently against me with each breath. Her exhalation was warm and sweet against the back of my ear. I began to wake and resisted it, in the way that men cling to even a troubled sleep when a dull despair hangs over them. I felt content with my own unhappy dreams and altogether apathetic about whatever hushed crisis was brewing in the strange house around me. I shut my eyes and turned the dawn back into darkest night.

I opened my eyes again. Bethesda, fully dressed, was standing over me and shaking my shoulder. The room was filled with yellow light.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ she was saying. I sat up at once and shook my head. ‘Are you sick? No? Then I think you’d better hurry. All the others have already gone.’ She filled a cup with cool water and handed it to me. ‘I had thought they must have forgotten you entirely, until Tiro came running back and asked me where you were. When I told him I’d tried to wake you twice already and you were still in bed, he just threw up his hands and went running after his master.’

‘How long ago was this?’

She shrugged. ‘Only a little while. But you won’t be able to catch them, not if you take time to wash yourself and eat something. Tiro said not to worry, he’d save you a place beside him at the Rostra.’ She took the empty cup from me and smiled. ‘I had a look at the woman.’

‘What woman?’ The image of Electra flashed in my mind; it seemed I had dreamed about her, though I couldn’t quite remember. ‘And surely I have a clean tunic?’

She pointed to a chair in the corner where my best clothes had been laid out. One of Cicero’s slaves must have fetched them from my house. The tunic was spotless. A rent corner in the hem of my toga had been newly restitched. Even my shoes had been freshly scrubbed and polished with oil.

‘The woman,’ Bethesda said again. ‘The one they call Caecilia.’

‘Caecilia Metella was here? This morning?’

‘She arrived just after dawn in a very grand litter. There was such a commotion among the slaves that the noise got me out of bed. She’s let you inside her house twice, hasn’t she? It must be very grand.’

‘It is. She came alone? I mean, with only her retinue?’

‘No, the man came as well; Sextus Roscius. Flanked by six guards with their swords drawn.’ She paused and looked remote, as if trying to recall important details. ‘One of the guards was extremely handsome.’

I sat on the bed to fasten the leather straps of my shoes. ‘I don’t suppose you noticed Roscius himself?’

‘I did.’

‘And how did he look?’

‘Very pale. Of course, the light was weak.’

‘Not so weak that you couldn’t see the guard well enough.’

‘I could have seen the guard well enough in the dark.’

‘I’m sure you could have. Now help me arrange my toga.’

 

The Forum had the unsettled feeling of a half-holiday. Since it was the Ides, both the people’s Comitia and the Curia of the Senate were closed. But a number of moneylenders and bankers had their offices open, and while the outlying pathways were empty, as I drew towards the centre of the Forum the streets became increasingly congested. Men of all classes, alone or in groups, were making their way towards the Rostra with an air of sombre excitement. The crowd that thronged the open square around the Rostra itself was so thick that I had to elbow my way through. There is nothing that thrills a Roman like a trial, especially when it promises to end in someone’s ruin.

In the midst of the crowd I passed a sumptuous litter with its curtains drawn shut. As I stepped alongside, a hand shot through the hangings and gripped my forearm. I glanced down, amazed that so withered a limb could command such strength. The hand released me and withdrew, leaving behind the clear indentations of five sharp fingernails. The curtains parted and the same hand beckoned me to stick my head inside.

Caecilia Metella, reclined upon a bed of plush cushions, was wearing a loose purple gown and a necklace of pearls. Her high, coiled hair was held in place by a silver needle decorated at the head with a cluster of lapis. At her right shoulder, sitting cross-legged, was the eunuch Ahausarus.

‘What do you think, young man?’ she asked in a hoarse whisper. ‘How will it go?’

‘For whom? Cicero? Sulla? The assassins?’

She furrowed her brow and frowned. ‘Don’t be facetious. For young Sextus Roscius, of course.’

‘Hard to say. Only augurs and oracles can read the future.’

‘But with all Cicero’s hard work, and with Rufus to help him, surely Roscius will receive the verdict he deserves.’

‘How can I answer, when I don’t know what that verdict should be?’

She looked at me darkly and touched her long, henna-stained nails to her lips. ‘What are you saying? After all you’ve learned of the truth, you can’t believe he’s guilty. Can you?’ Her voice trembled.

‘Like every good citizen,’ I said, ‘I put my faith in Roman justice.’ I pulled back my head and let the curtain drop.

Somewhere near the centre of the crowd I heard a voice call my name. At that particular moment it seemed very unlikely that anyone who knew me could wish me well; I pressed on, but a group of broad-shouldered labourers blocked my way. A hand gripped my shoulder. I took a deep breath and turned slowly around.

At first I didn’t recognize him, having seen him only on his farm, weary from the day’s work with dirt on his tunic, or else relaxed and full of wine. Titus Megarus of Ameria looked altogether different, wearing a fine toga, with his hair carefully oiled and combed. His son Lucius, not yet old enough for a toga, was dressed in modest long sleeves. His expression was one of rapturous excitement.

‘Gordianus, what a piece of luck that I should find you in this crowd! You don’t know how good it is for a country farmer to see a familiar face in the city—’

‘It’s fantastic!’ Lucius interrupted. ‘What a place – I could never have imagined it. So big, so beautiful. And all the people. Which part of the city do you live in? It must be wonderful to live in such a place, where so much is always happening.’

‘You’ll forgive his manners, I hope.’ Titus fondly brushed an unruly forelock from his son’s brow. ‘At his age I’d never been to Rome either. Of course I’ve only been here three times in my life – no, four, but once it was only for a day. See over there, Lucius, just as I told you, the Rostra itself – that giant pedestal decorated with the prows of Carthaginian ships taken in battle. The speaker mounts it from stairs around the back, then addresses the audience from the platform on top, where everyone in the square can see him. I once heard the tribune Sulpicius himself speak from the Rostra, in the days before the civil wars.’

I stared at him blankly. On his farm in Ameria I had been struck by his graciousness and charm, by his air of wholesome refinement. Here in the Forum he was as out of his element as a fish out of water, pointing and yammering like any country bumpkin.

‘How long have you been in the city?’ I finally said.

‘Only since last night. We rode from Ameria in two days.’

‘Two very long and hard days.’ Lucius laughed, pretending to massage his bottom.

‘Then you haven’t yet seen Cicero?’

Titus lowered his eyes. ‘No, I’m afraid not. But I did manage to find the stables in the Subura and return Vespa to her owner.’

‘But I thought you were going to arrive yesterday. You were going to come to Cicero’s house, to let him interview you, to see if he could use you as a witness.’

‘Yes, well . . .’

‘It’s too late now.’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Titus shrugged and looked away.

‘I see.’ I stepped back. Titus Megarus would not look me in the eye. ‘But you decided to come to the trial anyway. Just to observe.’

His mouth tightened. ‘Sextus Roscius is – was – my neighbour. I have more reason to be here than most of these people.’

‘And more reason to help him.’

Titus lowered his voice. ‘I’ve helped him already – the petition to Sulla, talking to you. But to speak out publicly, here in Rome – I’m a father, don’t you understand? I have a family to consider.’

‘And if they find him guilty and execute him, I suppose you’ll stay for that as well.’

‘I’ve never seen a monkey,’ said Lucius happily. ‘Do you suppose they’ll really sew him up in a bag—’

‘Yes,’ I said to Titus, ‘be sure to bring the boy to see it. A sight I’m sure he’ll never forget.’

Titus gave me a pained, imploring look. Lucius meanwhile was gazing at something beyond my shoulder, oblivious to everything but the excitement of the trial and the glories of the Forum. I turned quickly and slipped into the crowd. Behind me I heard Lucius cry out in his clear, boyish voice, ‘Father, call him back – how will we ever find him again?’ But Titus Megarus did not call my name.

The crowd suddenly compressed as an unseen dignitary arrived, preceded by a retinue of gladiators who cleared a path straight to the judges’ tiers beyond the Rostra. I found myself trapped in an eddy of bodies, pushed back until my shoulders struck something as solid and unyielding as a wall – the pedestal of a statue that rose like an island from the sea of bodies.

I looked upwards over my shoulder, into the flaring nostrils of a gilded war horse. Seated on the back of the beast was the dictator himself, dressed as a general but with his head uncovered so that nothing obscured his jubilant face. The glittering, smiling warrior atop his steed was considerably younger than the man I had seen in the house of Chrysogonus, but the sculptor had done a credible job in capturing the strong jaw of the original, along with the imperturbable, terrible self-confidence of his eyes. Those eyes gazed out not over the Forum or down onto the crowd or into the judges’ tiers, but directly at the speaker’s stand atop the Rostra, putting whoever might dare to mount it eye to eye with the state’s supreme protector. I stepped back and looked at the pedestal’s inscription, which read simply: L. CORNELIUS SULLA, DICTATOR, EVER FORTUNATE.

A hand gripped my arm. I turned and saw Tiro leaning on his crutch. ‘Good,’ he said, ‘you came after all. I was afraid – well, no matter. I saw you from across the way. Here, follow me.’ He hobbled through the crowd, pulling me after him. An armed guard nodded at Tiro and let us pass beyond a cordon. We crossed an open space to the very foot of the Rostra itself. The copper-plated beak of an ancient warship loomed over our heads, fashioned in the shape of a nightmarish beast with a horned skull. The thing stared down at us, looking almost alive. Carthage had never lacked for nightmares; when we killed her, she passed them on to Rome.

The space before the Rostra was a small, open square. On one side stood the crowd of spectators from which the statue of Sulla rose like an island; they stood and peered over one another’s shoulders, confined behind the cordon maintained by officers of the court. On the other side were rows of benches for friends of the litigants and for spectators too esteemed to stand. At the corner of the square, between the spectators and the Rostra, were the respective benches of the advocates for the prosecution and defence. Directly before the Rostra, in chairs set on a series of low tiers, sat the seventy-five judges chosen from the Senate.

I scanned the faces of the judges. Some dozed, some read. Some ate. Some argued among themselves. Some fidgeted nervously in their seats, clearly unhappy with the duty that had fallen on them. Others seemed to be conducting their regular business, dictating to slaves and ordering clerks about. All wore the senatorial toga that set them apart from the rabble that milled beyond the cordon. Once upon a time, courts were made up of senators and common citizens together. Sulla put an end to that.

I glanced at the accuser’s bench where Magnus sat with his arms crossed, scowling and glaring at me with baleful eyes. Beside him, the prosecutor Gaius Erucius and his assistants were leafing through documents. Erucius was notorious for mounting vicious prosecutions, sometimes for hire and sometimes out of spite; he was equally notorious for winning. I had worked for him myself, but only when I was very hungry. He paid well. No doubt he had been promised a very handsome fee to obtain the death of Sextus Roscius.

Erucius glanced up as I passed, gave me a contemptuous snort of recognition, then turned about to wag his finger at a messenger who was awaiting instructions. Erucius had aged considerably since I had last seen him, and the changes were not for the better. The rolls of fat around his neck had become thicker and his eyebrows needed plucking. Because of the plumpness of his purple lips he seemed always to pout, and his eyes had a narrow, calculating appearance. He was the very image of the conniving advocate. Many in the courts despised him. The mob adored him. His blatant corruption, together with his suave voice and unctuous mannerisms, exerted a reptilian fascination over the mob against which homespun honesty and simple Roman virtue could not possibly compete. Given a strong case, he would skilfully whip up the mob’s craving to see a guilty man punished. Given a weak case, he was a master at sowing corrosive doubts and suspicions. Given a case with political ramifications, he could be relied upon to remind the judges, subtly but surely, exactly where their own self-interest lay.

Hortensius would have been a match for him. But Cicero? Erucius was clearly not impressed with his competition. He yelled out loud for one of his slaves; he turned to exchange some joke with Magnus (they both laughed); he stretched and strolled about with his hands on his hips, not even bothering to glance at the bench of the accused. There Sextus Roscius sat hunched over with two guards at his back – the same two who had been posted at Caecilia’s portal. He looked like a man already condemned – pale, silent, as inanimate as stone. Next to him, even Cicero looked robust as he stood and clutched my arm in greeting.

‘Good, good! Tiro said he had spotted you in the crowd. I was afraid you’d be late, or stay away altogether.’ He leaned towards me, smiling, still holding my arm, and spoke in a confidential voice as if I were his closest friend. Such intimacy after his coldness of late unnerved me. ‘Look at the judges up there in the tiers, Gordianus. Half of them are bored to death; the other half are scared to death. To which half should I pitch my arguments?’ He laughed – not in a forced way, but with genuine good humour. The ill-tempered Cicero who had fretted and snapped ever since my return from Ameria seemed to have vanished with the Ides.

Tiro sat on Cicero’s right, next to Sextus Roscius, and carefully laid his crutch out of sight. Rufus sat on Cicero’s left, along with the nobles who had been helping him in the Forum. I recognized Marcus Metellus, another of Caecilia’s young relations, along with the esteemed nonentity and once-magistrate Publius Scipio.

‘Of course you can’t be seated with us at the bench,’ Cicero said, ‘but I want you nearby. Who knows? A name or a date might slip my mind at the last moment. Tiro posted a slave to warm a place for you.’ He gestured to the gallery, where I recognized numerous senators and magistrates, among them the orator Hortensius and various Messalli and Metelli. I also recognized old Capito, looking wizened and small next to the giant Mallius Glaucia, who wore a bandage on his head. Chrysogonus was nowhere to be seen. Sulla was present only by virtue of his gilded statue.

At Cicero’s gesture a slave rose from one of the benches. While I walked towards the gallery to take his place, Mallius Glaucia elbowed Capito and whispered in his ear. Both turned their heads and stared as I took my seat two rows behind them. Glaucia furrowed his brows and curled his upper lip in a snarl, looking remarkably like a wild beast in the midst of so many sedate and well-groomed Romans.

The Forum was bathed in long morning shadows. Just as the sun rose over the Basilica Fulvia, the praetor Marcus Fannius, chairman of the court, mounted the Rostra and cleared his throat. With due gravity he convened the court, invoked the gods, and read the charges.

I settled into that mental stupor that inevitably overtakes any reasonable man in a court of law, awash in an ocean of briny rhetoric pounding against weathered crags of metaphor. While Fannius droned on, I studied their faces – Magnus slowly burning like an ember, Erucius pompous and bored, Tiro struggling to suppress his eagerness, Rufus looking like a child amid so many grey jurists. Cicero, meanwhile, remained serenely and unaccountably calm, while Sextus Roscius himself nervously surveyed the crowd like a cornered, wounded animal too blood-spent to put up a fight.

Fannius finished at last and took his seat among the judges. Gaius Erucius rose from the accuser’s bench and made a laborious show of carrying his portly fame up the steps to the Rostra. He blew through his cheeks and took a deep breath. The judges put aside their paperwork and conversations. The crowd grew quiet.

‘Esteemed Judges, selected members of the Senate, I come here today with a most unpleasant task. For how can it ever be pleasant to accuse a man of murder? Yet this is one of the necessary duties that falls from time to time onto the shoulders of those who pursue the fulfilment of the law.’

Erucius cast his eyes downward to assume a countenance of abject sorrow. ‘But, esteemed Judges, my task is not merely to bring a murderer to justice, but to see that a far older, far deeper principle than the laws of mortal men is upheld in this court today. For the crime of which Sextus Roscius is guilty is not simply murder – and that is surely horrifying enough – but parricide.’

Abject sorrow became abject horror. Erucius furrowed the plump wrinkles of his face and stamped his foot. ‘Parricide!’ he cried, so shrilly that even at the far edges of the crowd men gave a start. I imagined Caecilia Metella quivering in her litter and covering her ears.

‘Imagine it, if you will – no, do not back away from the hideousness of this crime, but look straight into the jaws of the ravening beast. We are men, we are Romans, and we must not let our natural revulsion rob us of the strength to face even the foulest crime. We must swallow our gorge and see that justice is done.

‘Look at that man who sits at the bench of the accused, with armed guards at his back. That man is a murderer. That man is a parricide! I call him “that man” because it pains me to speak his name: Sextus Roscius. It pains me because it was the same name that his father bore before him, the father that man put into his grave – a once-honourable name that now drips with blood, like the bloody tunic that was found on the old man’s body, shredded to rags by his assassins’ blades. That man has turned the fine name his father gave him into a curse!

‘What can I tell you about . . . Sextus Roscius?’ Erucius infused the name with all the considerable loathing his voice and countenance could muster. ‘In Ameria, the town he comes from, they will tell you he is far from a pious man. Go to Ameria, as I have done, and ask the townsfolk when they last saw Sextus Roscius at a religious festival. They will hardly know of whom you speak. But then remind them of Sextus Roscius, the man accused of killing his own father, and they will give you a knowing look and a sigh and avert their eyes for fear of the gods’ wrath.

‘They will tell you that Sextus Roscius is in many ways a mystery – a solitary man, unsociable, irreligious, boorish, and curt in his few dealings with others. In the community of Ameria he is well known – or should I say notorious? – for one thing and one thing only: his lifelong feud with his father.

‘A good man does not argue with his father. A good man honours and obeys his father, not only because it is the law, but because it is the will of heaven. When a bad man ignores that mandate and openly feuds with the man who gave him life, then he steps onto a path that leads to all manner of unspeakable crime – yes, even to the crime that we have assembled here to punish.

‘What caused this feud between father and son? We do not really know, though the man who sits beside me at the accuser’s bench, Titus Roscius Magnus, can attest to having seen many sordid examples of this feud at first hand; as can another witness I may call, after the defence has its say, the venerable Capito. Magnus and Capito are each cousins of the victim, and of that man as well. They are respected citizens of Ameria. They watched for years with dread and disgust as Sextus Roscius disobeyed his father and cursed him behind his back. They watched in dismay as the old man, to protect his own dignity, turned his back on the abomination that had sprung to manhood from his own seed.

‘Turned his back, I say. Yes, Sextus Roscius pater turned his back on Sextus Roscius filius, no doubt to his ultimate regret – for a prudent man does not turn his back on a viper, nor on a man with the soul of an assassin, even his own son, not unless he wishes to receive a knife in the back!’

Erucius pounded his fist against the balcony of the Rostra and stared wide-eyed above the heads of the crowd, held the pose for a moment and then drew back to catch his breath. The square was strangely hushed after the thunder of his voice. He had by this point worked himself into a fine sweat. He clutched at the hem of his toga and dabbed it against his streaming jowls. He raised his eyes and looked to heaven, as if seeking relief from the gruelling ordeal of seeking justice. In a plaintive voice, pitched just loud enough for all to hear, he muttered, ‘Jupiter, give me strength!’ I saw Cicero cross his arms and roll his eyes. Meanwhile Erucius pulled himself together, stepped forward to the Rostra with bowed head and began again.

‘That man – why bother to say his befouled name when he dares to show his face in public, where any decent man may see it and recoil in horror? – that man was not the only offspring of his father. There was a second son. His name was Gaius. How his father loved him, and why not? From all accounts he was the exemplar of what every young Roman should be: pious towards the gods, obedient to his father, aspiring to every virtue, a young man in all ways agreeable, charming, and refined. How strange that a man could have two sons so different from each other! Ah, but then the sons had different mothers. Perhaps it was not the seed that was polluted, then, but the grounds in which it was planted. Consider: two seeds from the same grape are planted in different soil. One vine grows strong and lovely, bearing sweet fruit that yields a heady wine. The other is stunted and strange from the first, gnarled and pricked with thorns; its fruit is bitter and its wine is poison. I name the first vine Gaius, and the other Sextus!’

Erucius mopped his face, shuddered in revulsion, and went on. ‘Sextus Roscius pater loved one son and not the other. Gaius he kept close to him always, proudly displaying him to the finest society, showering him in public with kindness and affection. Sextus filius, on the other hand, he kept as far from him as he could, relegating him to the family’s farms in Ameria, keeping him from view as if he were a thing of shame not to be shown among decent folk. So deep did this division of affections run that Roscius pater thought long and hard about disinheriting his namesake completely and naming Gaius his sole heir, even though Gaius was the younger of his sons.

‘Unfair, you may say. It is better when a man treats all his sons with equal respect. When he goes about choosing favourites he asks for nothing but trouble in his own generation and the next. True, but in this case I think we must trust the judgment of the elder Sextus Roscius. Why did he despise his firstborn so much? I think it must be that he, better than any other man, could see what wickedness lurked in the breast of young Sextus Roscius, and he recoiled from it. Perhaps he even had a presentiment of the violence that his son might one day wreak on him, and that was why he kept him at such a distance. Alas, the precaution was not enough!

‘The tale of the Roscii ends in manifold tragedy – a series of tragedies that cannot be set right, but only avenged, and only by you, esteemed Judges. First, the untimely death of Gaius Roscius. With him vanished all his father’s hopes for the future. Consider: is it not the greatest joy of existence to give life to a son, and to see in him an image of yourself? To rear and educate him so that you are renewed as he grows? I know, I speak as a father myself. And will it not be a blessing on departing this life to leave behind, as your successor and heir, a being sprung from yourself? To leave him not only your estate, but your accumulated wisdom, and the very flame of life passed from parent to child to pass on to his sons, so that when your mortal body fades away, you will live on in your descendents?

‘With the death of Gaius, this hope for a kind of immortality died in his father, Sextus Roscius. But he had another son still living, you may protest. True, but in that son he saw not his own reflection, true and straight as one sees it in a pool of clear water. Instead he saw an image of himself like that reflected from a crushed silver plate, distorted, twisted, and taunting. Even after the death of Gaius, Roscius pater still considered disinheriting his only surviving son. Certainly there were plenty of other, more worthy cousin candidates to be his heir within the family, not least his cousin Magnus – that same Magnus who sits beside me at the accuser’s bench, who loved his cousin enough to see that his murder does not go unpunished.

‘Young Sextus Roscius fiendishly plotted the death of his father. The exact details we do not know and cannot know. Only that man could tell us, if he dares to confess. What we know are the naked facts. On a night in September, leaving the home of his patroness, the much-esteemed Caecilia Metella, Sextus Roscius pater was accosted in the vicinity of the Baths of Pallacina and stabbed to death. By Sextus Roscius filius himself? Of course not! Think back to the turmoil of last year, esteemed Judges of the court. I need not dwell on the causes, for this is not a political court, but I must remind you of the violence that surged through the streets of this city. How very easy it must have been for a schemer like young Sextus Roscius to find the cut-throats to do his dirty work. And how clever, to try to stage the execution at a time of turmoil, hoping that his father’s murder would be overlooked in the midst of so much upheaval.

‘Thank the gods for a man like Magnus, who keeps his eyes and ears open and is not afraid to step forward and accuse the guilty! That very night his trusted freedman, Mallius Glaucia, came to him here in Rome with news of his dear cousin’s murder. Magnus immediately dispatched Glaucia to carry the news to his good cousin Capito back home in Ameria.

‘And now irony, bitter and yet strangely just, enters the tale alongside tragedy. For by a peculiar twist of fortune that man was not to inherit the fortune he had committed parricide to obtain. Now as I said before, this is not a political court, nor is this a political trial. We are not concerned here with the drastic measures forced upon the state in the recent years of upheaval and uncertainty. And so I will not try to explain the curious process by which it came about that Sextus Roscius pater, to most appearances a good man, was nevertheless found to be among those on the lists of the proscribed when certain conscientious officers of the state looked into the matter of his death. Somehow the old man had escaped with his life for months! What a fortunate man he must have been, or else how clever!

‘And yet – what irony! Filius kills pater to secure his inheritance, only to discover that the inheritance has already been claimed by the state! Imagine his chagrin! His frustration and despair! The gods played an appalling joke on that man, but what man can deny either their infinite wisdom or their sense of humour?

‘In due course the property of the late Sextus Roscius was sold at auction. The good cousins Magnus and Capito were among the first to bid, since they were intimate with the estates and knew their value, and thus they became what they should have been all along, the heirs of the late Sextus Roscius. So it is that sometimes Fortune rewards the just and punishes the wicked.

‘And now – what of that man? Magnus and Capito suspected his guilt, indeed they were almost certain of it. But out of pity for his family they offered him shelter on their newly acquired estates. For a time there was an unsteady peace between the cousins – that is, until Sextus Roscius gave himself away. First it was discovered that he had held back various items of property that had been duly proscribed by the state – in other words, the man was no better than a common thief, stealing from the people of Rome what was duly theirs by right of law. (Ah, Judges, you yawn at an accusation of embezzlement, and rightly so – what is that, compared to his greater crime?) When Magnus and Capito demanded that he give these things up, he threatened their lives. Now, had he been sober, he probably would have held his tongue. But ever since the death of his father he had drunk excessively – as guilty men are known to do. Indeed, to all his other vices, Sextus Roscius had added drunkenness, and was hardly ever sober. He became intolerably abusive, to the point that he dared to threaten his hosts. To kill them, in fact – and in threatening their lives he inadvertently confessed to the murder of his father.

‘Fearing for his own life, and because it was his duty, Magnus decided to bring charges against that man. Meanwhile Roscius slipped out of his grip and escaped to Rome, back to the very scene of his crime; but the eye of the law watches even the heart of Rome, and in a city of a million souls he could not hide himself.

‘Sextus Roscius was located. Normally, even when accused of the most heinous crime, a Roman citizen is given the opportunity to renounce his citizenship and escape into exile rather than face trial, if that is his choice. But so severe was the crime committed by that man that he was placed under armed guard to await his trial and punishment. And why? Because the crime he has committed goes far beyond the mere offence of one mortal against the person of another. It is a blow against the very foundations of this republic and the principles that have made it great. It is an assault on the primacy of fatherhood. It is an insult to the very gods, and to Jupiter above all, father of the gods.

‘No, the state cannot take even the slightest risk that such an odious criminal might escape, nor, esteemed Judges, can you take the risk of letting him go unpunished. For if you do, consider the divine punishments that are sure to be visited upon this city in retribution for its failure to wipe out such an abomination. Think of those cities whose streets have run with blood or whose people have withered from starvation and thirst when they foolishly sheltered an impious man from the gods. You cannot allow that to happen to Rome.’

Erucius paused to mop his brow. Everyone in the square was watching him with an almost dreamlike concentration. Cicero and his fellow advocates were no longer rolling their eyes and mocking Erucius behind their sleeves; they looked rather worried. Sextus Roscius had turned to stone.

Erucius resumed. ‘I have spoken of the insult rendered to divine Jupiter by that man and his unspeakably vile crime. It is an insult as well, if I might digress only a little, to the Father of our restored Republic!’ Here Erucius made quite a show of spreading his arms wide as if in supplication to the equestrian statue of Sulla, which seemed, from the angle at which I sat, to be granting him a condescending smile. ‘I need not even speak his name, for his eye is on us all at this very moment. Yes, his watchful eye is on everything we do in this place, in our dutiful roles as citizens, judges, advocates, and accusers. Lucius Cornelius Sulla, Ever Fortunate, restored the courts, Sulla reignited the fire of justice in Rome after so many years of darkness; it is up to us to see that villains such as that man are withered to ashes by its flame. Or else I promise you, esteemed Judges, that retribution will fall on all our heads from above, like hail descending from an angry black sky.’

Erucius struck a pose and held it for a long moment. His finger pointed to heaven. His brows were drawn together, and he glowered like a bull at the gathered judges. He had spoken of Jupiter’s retribution, but what we all had heard was that Sulla himself would be angered at a verdict of not guilty. The threat could not have been more explicit.

Erucius gathered the folds of his toga, threw back his chin, and turned his back. As he descended the Rostra, there were no cheers or applause from the crowd, only a chilling silence.

He had proved nothing. In place of evidence he had offered innuendo. He had appealed not to justice, but to fear. His speech was a dreadful patchwork of outright lies and self-righteous bullying. And yet, what man who heard him from the Rostra that morning could doubt that Gaius Erucius had won his case?
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The door through which Chrysogonus had vanished led into a short hallway. A narrow passage on the left opened onto the noise of a busy kitchen. The curtain which draped the opening on the right still swayed from Chrysogonus’s passing. The girl led us through neither passage but instead to a door, at the end of the hall, that opened onto a winding flight of stone steps.

‘There’s another staircase in the room where the master entertains,’ she whispered, ‘very showy, very fine marble, with a statue of Venus in the centre. But this is the stair the slaves use. If we pass anyone, just ignore them, even if they look at us oddly. Or better yet, give me a pinch hard enough to make me squeal and pretend you’re all drunk. They’ll think the worst for sure, and then they’ll leave us alone.’

But we met no one on the stairs, and the upstairs hall was deserted. From somewhere below we could hear the muffled music of flutes and lyres, and an occasional burst of applause or laughter – presumably in appreciation of Sorex’s dance – but the upper floor was dim and quiet. The hallway was quite broad and fabulously decorated, opening onto wide, high rooms even more sumptuously appointed. Every surface seemed to be carpeted, draped, inlaid, or painted. Everywhere the eye turned there was a riot of colours, textures, and shapes.

‘Vulgar, isn’t it?’ said Rufus with a noble’s disdain. Cicero would have agreed, but the furnishings were vulgar only for being so cramped and ostentatiously displayed. What impressed me most was the consistency of Chrysogonus’s taste in acquiring only the best and most expensive handicraft and artwork – embossed silver, vessels of Delian and Corinthian bronze, embroidered coverlets, plush carpets from the East, finely carved tables and chairs with inlays of shell and lapis, intricate mosaics of richly coloured tiles, superb marble statues and fabulous paintings. That all these creations had been looted from the proscribed there could be no doubt; otherwise it would have taken a lifetime to accumulate so many things of such high quality and disparate origin. Yet no one could say that Chrysogonus had looted blindly. Let others take the chaff; for himself he had chosen only the best, with the trained eye for quality developed by slaves of the rich who dream of someday being free and rich themselves. I was glad that Cicero was not with us; to see Sulla’s former slave living in stolen luxury on such a grandiose scale might have agitated his delicate bowels beyond endurance.

The hallway narrowed. The rooms became less resplendent. The girl lifted a heavy hanging, allowing us to pass beneath; she dropped it, and all sound from downstairs vanished. The world changed as well, and we were abruptly back in a house of plain plastered walls and smoke-stained ceilings. These were the rooms of necessity – storage chambers, slave quarters, work rooms – yet even here the booty was piled high. Crates of bronze vessels were stacked in the corners, rolled carpets drooped like sleepy watchmen against the walls, chairs and tables were wrapped in heavy cloth and piled to the ceiling.

The girl stole through the maze, glanced furtively about her, then motioned for us to follow. She drew back a curtain.

‘What are you doing up here?’ asked a petulant voice. ‘Isn’t there a party on tonight?’

‘Oh, leave her alone,’ said another, speaking through a mouthful of food. ‘Just because Aufilia brings me extra portions and turns her nose up at your ugly face . . . but who’s this?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘don’t get up. Stay where you are. Finish your meal.’

The two of them sat on the hard floor, eating cabbage and barley from cracked clay bowls by the light of a single lamp. The room was small and narrow with bare walls; the tiny flame carved their wrinkles into caverns and cast their stooped shadows all the way to the ceiling. I stayed in the doorway. Tiro moved in close behind me, peering over my shoulder. Rufus hung behind.

The lean, petulant one snorted and scowled at his food. ‘For what you want, Aufilia, this room’s too small. Can’t you find an empty room elsewhere with a couch big enough for the three of you?’

‘Felix!’ the other hissed, prodding his companion with his pudgy elbow and gesturing with the other. Felix glanced up and blanched as he noticed the ring on my finger. He had thought the three of us were all slaves, looking for a place to have a party of our own.

‘Forgive me, Citizen,’ he whispered, bowing his head. They fell silent, waiting for me to speak. Before, they had been human beings, one of them lean and irritable, the other fat and good-natured, their faces alive in the warm glow as they fed themselves and parried with the girl. In an instant I saw them turn grey and indistinguishable, wearing the identical blank face worn by every slave of every harsh master who ever breathed in Rome.

‘Look at me,’ I said. ‘Look at me! And if you aren’t going to finish eating, then put down your bowls and stand up, so that I can see you eye to eye. We don’t have much time.’

 

‘The knife was out before you could see it,’ Felix was saying. ‘In a flash.’

‘Yes, literally in a flash!’ Chrestus stood beside him, nervously rubbing his pudgy hands, looking from his friend’s face to mine and back again.

Once I had explained who I was and what I wanted, they were amazingly willing, even eager, to speak to me. Tiro stood quietly beside me, his face pensive in the lamplight. I had posted Rufus at the nearest chamber along the main hallway so that he might turn back any wandering guests. I sent the girl with him; she was his excuse for loitering upstairs, and besides that, there was no reason to involve her any deeper, or to trust her with the full truth of what we had come for.

‘We never had a chance to help the master. They threw us out of the way, onto the ground,’ said Felix. ‘Strong men, as big as horses.’

‘And stinking of garlic,’ Chrestus added. ‘They’d have killed us, too, if Magnus hadn’t stopped them.’

‘Then you’re sure it was Magnus?’ I said.

‘Oh, yes.’ Felix shuddered. ‘I didn’t see his face, he was careful about that. But I heard his voice.’

‘And the master called his name, remember, just before Magnus stabbed him the first time,’ said Chrestus. ‘ “Magnus, Magnus, curse you!” in a thin little voice. I still hear it in my dreams.’

Felix pursed his thin lips. ‘Ah, yes, you’re right. I’d forgotten that.’

‘And the other two assassins?’ I asked.

They shrugged in unison. ‘One of them might have been Mallius Glaucia, though I can’t be certain,’ said Felix. ‘The other man had a beard, I remember.’

‘A red beard?’

‘Perhaps. Hard to tell in that light. Even bigger than Glaucia and he stank of garlic.’

‘Redbeard,’ I muttered. ‘And how was it that Magnus stopped them from killing you?’

‘He forbade it. “Stop, you fools!”’ growled Chrestus, as if playing a role. ‘ “They’re valuable slaves. Damage either one and it comes out of your wages!” Valuable, he called us – and look where we end up, oiling sandals and burnishing Master Golden-Born’s chamber pots.’

‘But of value nonetheless,’ I said. ‘As if Magnus planned to inherit you himself.’

‘Oh, yes.’ Felix nodded. ‘That must have been part of the plan all along, that he and Capito would somehow get their hands on the master’s goods. Who can imagine how they did it? And now we end up back in the city, except that we never see the city. The Golden One keeps us trapped in these stuffy rooms day and night. You’d think we were being punished. Or hidden away, the same as he hides half his loot away. What kind of coincidence is it, I ask you, that I can look around these very rooms and see so many things that came directly from the master’s old house by the Circus? Those chairs you saw stacked out there, and the yellow vase in the hallway, and the Alexandrian tapestry rolled up there in the corner – they all belonged to the master before he was murdered. No, we’re not the only property that ended up in Chrysogonus’s hands.’

Chrestus nodded in agreement.

‘The night of the murder,’ I said, trying to draw them back. ‘You were thrown aside, saved by a word from Magnus, and then you disappeared. Vanished into the night without a shout or a scream for help – don’t deny it, I have a witness who swears to it.’

Felix shook his head. ‘I don’t know what sort of witness you may have, but we didn’t run away, not exactly. We ran down the street a way and then stopped. Chrestus would have kept running, but I held him back.’

Chrestus looked crestfallen. ‘That’s true,’ he said.

‘We stood in the dark and watched them do it. What a fine man he was! What a fine Roman! A slave couldn’t ask for a better master. Never once in thirty years did he beat me, never once! How many slaves can say that?’

‘A terrible sight!’ Chrestus sighed, his fleshy shoulders shivering. ‘I shall never forget how his body quaked while they plunged the daggers into him. How the blood spurted into the air like a fountain. I thought right then that I should run back and throw myself on the street beside him and tell them, “Take my life as well!” I as much as said so, didn’t I, Felix?’

‘Well . . .’

‘Don’t you remember? I said to you, “Now our lives are as good as over. Things will never be the same.” Didn’t I? And wasn’t I right?’ He began to weep softly.

Felix made a face and touched his friend’s arm to comfort him, shrugging at me as if his own tenderness embarrassed him. ‘That’s true. I remember your saying that. Ah, it was a terrible thing, to see it done from start to finish. When it was over, when we knew the master was dead beyond all hope, we finally turned and ran all the way home. We sent a litter for his body, and the next morning I dispatched a messenger to Ameria.’

Suddenly he drew his eyebrows together. ‘What is it?’ I asked.

‘Only something I just now remembered. Something strange. Strange then, and even stranger now that I recall it. When they were done – when there could be no doubt that the poor master was dead – the bearded one started to cut his head off.’

‘What?’

‘Grabbed him by the hair and pulled his head back sharp, then started slicing with a very long, very big blade. Like a butcher who’d spent a lifetime doing it. Magnus didn’t see when he started, he was looking up at the windows, I think. But when he looked back, he shouted, told the man to stop it right away! Pushed him back and slapped him square across the face. Had to reach up high to do it.’

‘Slapped Redbeard in the middle of cutting a man’s head off? I think that may be too stupid for me to believe.’

Felix shook his head. ‘You don’t know Magnus if you think that would stop him. When he loses his temper he’d slap Pluto himself and spit in his eye. His hired friend knew him well enough that he didn’t dare slap him back. But why do you think the man did that? Started to cut off the master’s head, I mean?’

‘Habit,’ I said. ‘It’s what they did in the proscriptions, isn’t it? Cut off the head as proof to claim the state’s reward. Redbeard was a professional, so used to cutting off the head as bounty that he automatically began to do the same to Sextus Roscius.’

‘But why did Magnus stop him? What did he care?’ It was Tiro, looking strangely wise in the lamplight. ‘That was the story that they put out, wasn’t it, that Sextus Roscius was proscribed? So why not have the head cut off?’

All three of them stared at me. ‘Because – I don’t know. Because Magnus wanted it to look like a murder, not a proscription? Wanted it to look as if it were done by thieves instead of assassins? Yes, because at that point they hadn’t yet decided to use the false proscription story, nor were they yet planning to accuse Roscius filius of parricide. . . .’ The words seemed to make sense as I uttered them, and for an instant I thought I glimpsed the truth. Then it flickered and vanished, just as if one of us had blown out the lamp with a puff of air. I shook my head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I don’t understand the point of these questions, anyway,’ Tiro said glumly. ‘We knew all this before, from the mute boy.’

‘Little Eco is hardly a competent witness. And his mother would never testify.’

‘But what about Felix or Chrestus? Neither of them could give evidence, unless –’ Tiro shut his mouth.

‘Unless what?’ Chrestus, ignorant of the law, actually looked hopeful. Until I had told them, they hadn’t even known about the trial of Sextus Roscius. The novel idea of giving evidence to a court seemed to charm Chrestus. Tiro, the slave of an advocate, knew better.

‘Unless,’ I said, ‘your new master allows it. And I think we all know that Chrysogonus will never allow it, so that is the end of that,’ I said, knowing that it was hardly the end at all. In the morning I would ask Rufus to arrange for the court to send a formal request to Chrysogonus, asking that his slaves give evidence. It would be his right to refuse, but how would that refusal look? Cicero might just be able to pressure the man into allowing the court to question Felix and Chrestus. After all, they had never actually seen the killers’ faces, and Chrysogonus might not realize how much they knew. And what excuse could Chrysogonus have to refuse evidence to the court, except to conceal his own complicity?

What if he did submit and handed them over? Roman law in its wisdom demanded that any slave giving evidence must be subjected to torture. Evidence given freely by a slave was inadmissible; only torture was an acceptable seal of good faith. How would it be done? I imagined the corpulent Chrestus hanging naked from chains, his buttocks seared by hot irons; gaunt, brittle Felix bound to a chair with his hand in a vice.

‘And afterwards,’ I said, to change the subject, ‘you went to serve your master’s son in Ameria?’

‘Not immediately,’ Felix explained. ‘And we never served young Sextus Roscius. We stayed on at the house near the Circus Flaminius, managing things, taking care of outstanding affairs, helping the steward. We didn’t go to Ameria, not even to assist the master’s funeral rites. And then one day Magnus appeared at the door, claiming the house was his and so were we. It was all there in the papers he carried; what could we do?’

‘That was when the cold weather began,’ Chrestus said, ‘but you’d think it was high summer, the way Magnus carried on. Oh, the old master lived well and enjoyed himself, make no mistake, but he knew that every vice has its place – drinking bouts belong in the tavern, pederasty in the baths, whoring in the brothel, not in the home, and every party has a beginning and an end. But with Magnus there was one vast, continual orgy interrupted by occasional brawls. The place stank of gladiators and gangs, and on some nights he even charged admission. It was harrowing, the people who passed in and out of that house desecrating the master’s memory.’

‘And then came the fire,’ said Felix sourly. ‘Well, what can you expect in a house so given over to drunkenness and neglect? It started in the kitchen and then leaped onto the roof. Magnus was so drunk he could hardly stand; he kept laughing at the flames – I actually saw him fall down from laughing. Which is not to say he was friendly. He kept making us go back into the house to bring out the valuables, threatening to beat us if we shrank back. Two of the slaves died that way, trapped inside when Magnus sent them to fetch his favourite slippers. That tells you how afraid of him we all were, that we were willing to face the flames rather than his wrath. I suppose living under Sextus Roscius had spoiled us all.’

‘Next thing you know,’ Chrestus said, edging forwards, ‘we’re loaded onto carts and trundled up to Ameria, the middle of nowhere, and we end up in the big house having to serve Capito and that wife of his. Out of the fire and into the flood, as they say. You could hardly sleep at night for the sound of them screaming at each other. The woman is mad, I tell you. Not eccentric – Caecilia Metella is eccentric – but stark, raving mad. In the middle of the night I’d find myself summoned to her room and told to count the number of hairs in her hairbrush, and then to separate the grey hairs from the black ones. She wanted an account book kept of every hair she lost! And no time would do for it except the middle of the night, while Capito was asleep in his own room and she sat before her mirror staring at her face. I thought she’d have me counting her wrinkles next.’

He paused for breath, and I thought he was done, but he had only started. ‘And strangest of all, young Sextus Roscius kept appearing, the master’s son. I’d thought he must be dead as well, or else we’d have ended up his slaves; but then I thought maybe he’d sold us and the land for some reason. But that hardly seemed right either, with him living practically like a prisoner or a pauper in a little cramped house on the estate. That was when we finally heard rumours about the proscription story from the other slaves, which made no sense at all. It seemed to me that the world had gone as crazy as Capito’s wife.

‘And strangest of all was the way Sextus Roscius would act. Now the man hardly knew us, granted, for he never spent more than moments in his father’s house on the few occasions he came to Rome, and after all, we weren’t his slaves. But you’d think he might have found some way to draw us aside, just as you’ve done, to ask about his father’s death. We were there when it happened, after all; he must have known that. But whenever he saw us he looked the other way. If he was waiting to see Capito – come to beg him for money, usually – and one of us had some reason to be in the foyer, he’d wait outside instead, even in the cold. As if he were afraid of us! I began to think maybe they’d told him we’d been accomplices in his father’s murder, as if anyone could believe such a thing about two harmless slaves!’

Again something like the truth flickered in the room, like a pale light beside the lamplight, too weak to cast shadows. I shook my head, confused. I felt a hand on my shoulder and gave a start.

‘Gordianus!’ It was Rufus, without the girl. Chrestus and Felix shrank back. ‘Gordianus, I’m going to have to go back to the party. I’ve already sent the girl ahead. Chrysogonus sent a slave to look for us; Metrobius is about to sing. If I’m not there it will only attract their attention.’

‘Yes, very well,’ I said. ‘Go on.’

‘You’ll be able to find your way out?’

‘Of course.’

He looked around the room, uncomfortable amid the tawdry surroundings of the slave quarters. The role of spy didn’t suit him; he was more at home playing the honest young noble in the sunlight of the open Forum. ‘Are you almost done? I think you should try to leave as quickly as you can. Once Metrobius is finished, the entertainment will be over and there’ll be all sorts of strange people wandering about the house. You won’t be safe here.’

‘We’ll hurry,’ I said, squeezing his shoulder and pushing him towards the doorway. ‘Besides,’ I said in a low voice, ‘it can’t have been so very awful, entertaining Aufilia for an hour.’

He twisted the corner of his mouth and shrugged my hand away.

‘But I saw how you kissed her in the pantry.’

He spun around and glared at me, then looked askance at the others in the room and stepped back until they couldn’t see him. He lowered his voice so that I could barely hear. ‘Don’t make a joke of it, Gordianus.’

I stepped into the hallway with him. ‘It’s not a joke,’ I said. ‘I only meant—’

‘I know what you meant. But don’t mistake me. I didn’t kiss her for pleasure. I did it because I had to. I closed my eyes and thought of Cicero.’ He tensed his face and then was suddenly serene again, sedated like all lovers by the act of speaking the beloved’s name. He took a breath, smiled at me oddly, then turned to go. I watched him step through the curtain into the formal hallway. What I saw next made my heart skip a beat.

‘So there you are, young Messalla!’ The voice was golden indeed, like honey, like pearls in amber. He was striding up the hallway towards Rufus, twenty paces away. For just an instant I saw his face and he saw mine. Then the curtain fell.

I heard him through the cloth. ‘Come, Rufus, Aufilia is back at work and you must return to pleasure.’ He laughed a deep, throaty laugh, muscular and ripe like heavy grapes tumbling on flesh. ‘ “Eros makes fools of the old and slaves of the young.” So says sweet Sulla, who certainly should know. But I won’t have you prowling about up here looking for more conquests while old Metrobius warbles his best.’

There was no suspicion in his voice, and to my relief I heard it fade into silence as they retreated down the hallway. But I knew what I had seen when our eyes met. A slight wrinkle had appeared across his smooth and eminently golden brow, and a look of puzzlement sparked in his blue eyes as if he wondered which of his many servants I might be, and if not his slave then whose, and what I was doing upstairs during the party. If my expression in that instant was as transparent as his – if I had looked a tenth as startled and fearful as I felt – Chrysogonus would be sending bodyguards up to investigate as quickly as he could.

I stepped back into the room. ‘Rufus is right. We must hurry. There’s only one other thing I wanted to ask you,’ I said; in fact, it was the only real reason I had for coming. ‘There was a girl, a slave, a whore – young, blonde, pretty. From the House of Swans – Elena.’

I saw by their eyes that they knew her. They exchanged a conspiratorial glance, as if deciding who should speak. Felix cleared his slender throat.

‘Yes, the girl Elena. The master was very fond of her.’

‘How fond?’

There was a strained silence. I stood in the doorway, imagining sounds from the hall. ‘Quickly!’ I said.

It was Chrestus who spoke – Chrestus, the emotional one, the one who had wept before. But his voice was quite flat and dull, as if all passion had been burned from it. ‘The House of Swans – you mentioned it, so you know where she came from. That was where the master found her. From the first she was different from the rest. At least the master thought so. We were only puzzled that he left her there so long. How he hesitated, as a man might hesitate in taking a bride. As if bringing her into the house would truly change his life, and such an old man wasn’t sure he wanted such a change. He had finally made up his mind to buy her, but the brothel owner was a hard bargainer; he kept stalling and changing his price. The master was growing desperate. It was because of a note from Elena that he left Caecilia Metella’s party that night.’

‘Did he know that she was pregnant? Did you?’

They looked at one another thoughtfully. ‘We didn’t know at the time,’ said Chrestus, ‘but that was simple enough to figure out later.’

‘Later, when she was brought to Capito’s house?’

‘Ah, yes, so you know that as well. Then perhaps you know what they did to her on the night she arrived. They tried to break her body. They tried to kill the child inside her, though they wouldn’t resort to outright abortion – for some reason Capito thought that would offend the gods. Imagine that, from a man with so much blood on his hands! Afraid of the unborn and the ghosts of the dead, but quite happy to strangle the living.’

‘And Elena?’

‘They couldn’t break her will. She survived. They kept her shut away from the others, the way he keeps us shut away here, but I managed to speak with her a few times, enough that I finally won a bit of her trust. She swore she’d never sent the message that brought the master out into the streets that night. I don’t know if I believed her or not. And she swore the child was his.’

Something rustled across the floor behind me. I grabbed the hilt of my knife and turned, just in time to glimpse the long tail of a rat slithering between two rolled carpets stacked against the wall. ‘And then the child was born,’ I said. ‘And then what?’

‘That was the end of them both.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The end of Elena. The end of the child.’

‘What happened?’

‘It was the night she went into her labour. Everyone in the household knew her time had come. The women seemed to know without being told; the male slaves were nervous and testy. That was the same night that the steward told Felix and me that Capito was sending us back to Rome. To Magnus, we thought; he was in the city then, along with Mallius Glaucia. But the steward said no, that we were being sent to a new master altogether.

‘The next morning they herded us out bright and early and loaded us into an ox cart with a few other objects that were headed for Chrysogonus’s house – furniture, crates, that sort of thing. And just before we were to leave, they brought out Elena.

‘She could hardly stand, she was so weak. Thin and wasted, pasty, damp with sweat – she must have given birth only hours before. There was no place for her to lie in the cart; the best we could do was to make our clothes into padding and help her sit against the crates. She was groggy and feverish, she hardly knew where she was, but she kept asking for the baby.

‘Finally the midwife came running out of the house. She was breathless, weeping, hysterical. “For the gods’ sake,” I whispered to her, “where is the child?” She stared at Elena, afraid to speak. But Elena hardly seemed conscious; she was lying against Felix’s shoulder, muttering, shivering, her eyelids flickering. “A boy,” the midwife whispered, “it was a boy.”

‘ “Yes, yes,” I said, “but where is it? We’ll be going any minute!” You can imagine how confused and angry I was, wondering how we would ever manage to take care of a frail mother and a newborn infant. “Dead,” the midwife whispered, so low that I could barely hear. “I tried to stop him, but I couldn’t – he tore the boy away from me. I followed him all the way to the quarry and watched him throw the child onto the rocks.”

‘Then the driver came, with Capito behind him, yelling at him to start right away. Capito was as white as chalk. Oh, how strange! I remember it all in this very instant, as if I were there now! The crack of the driver’s whip. The cart beginning to roll, the house receding. Everything loose and jostling. Elena suddenly awake, whimpering for her baby, too weak to cry out. Capito staring after us, as stiff as a pillar, ashen-faced, like a column of ash! And the midwife dropping to her knees, clutching Capito about the thighs, crying, “Master, mercy!” And just as we were driving onto the road, a man came running around the corner of the house, breathing hard, then stepping back into the shade of the trees – Sextus Roscius. The last I saw or heard was the midwife clutching at Capito and crying out louder and louder, “Master, mercy!”’

He took a shuddering breath and turned his face to the wall. Felix laid his hand on Chrestus’s shoulder and continued the story. ‘What a journey that was! Three days – no, four – in a jolting ox cart. Enough to splinter your bones and make your jaw come unhinged. We walked as much of the way as we could, but one of us had to stay in the cart with Elena. She could eat nothing. She never slept, but she never seemed awake, either. At least we were spared from having to tell her about the baby. On the third day she started bleeding between her legs. The driver wouldn’t stop until sundown. We found a midwife who could staunch the bleeding, but Elena was as hot as a coal. The next day she died in our arms, within sight of the Fontinal Gate.’

The lamp sputtered and the room became dim. Felix calmly stooped and picked up the lamp, took it to a bench in the corner of the room, and added more oil. In the flaring light I saw Tiro staring at the two slaves, his eyes wide and moist.

‘Then it was Capito who killed the child?’ I said, without conviction, like an actor speaking the wrong line.

Felix stood with his hands tightly laced, his knuckles bone white. Chrestus looked up at me, blinking like a man awakened from a dream. ‘Capito?’ he said quietly. ‘Well, I suppose. I told you, Magnus and Glaucia were far away in Rome. Who else could it have been?’
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Chrysogonus’s house was large, but not sprawling after the manner of Caecilia’s mansion; yet somehow, without the girl Aufilia to guide us, Tiro and I took a wrong turn in search of the slaves’ stairway. After a failed attempt to trace our steps backwards, we found ourselves in a narrow gallery that opened onto the empty balcony that overlooked our hiding place by the cypress trees outside the pantry door.

From somewhere within the house rose the sound of a warbling voice – a man singing unnaturally high, or else a woman singing very low. It grew louder as I pulled Tiro closer to the inner wall. The sound seemed to come from behind a thin tapestry. I pressed my ear next to a lecherous Priapus surrounded by equally lecherous wood nymphs, and could almost make out the words.

‘Quietly, Tiro,’ I whispered, gesturing for him to help me lift the tapestry’s bottom edge and roll it upward, revealing a narrow, horizontal slit cut through the stone wall.

The aperture was wide enough so that two could comfortably stand abreast and share the view it afforded down onto Chrysogonus and his company. The lofty room in which he entertained rose from the marble floor to the domed roof without interruption. The window through which we peered was cut at a sharp downward angle, so that no edge obscured our view – a spy hole, plain and simple.

Like everything else in Chrysogonus’s house, the dinner was sumptuous and overblown. Four low tables, each surrounded by a semicircle of nine couches, were gathered around an open space at the room’s centre. Cicero or even Caecilia Metella would no doubt have balked at the idea of entertaining more than eight visitors at a time – few unwritten laws of Roman manners are more unyielding than that which holds that a host should never gather more visitors at his table than he can comfortably converse with at once. Chrysogonus had gathered four times that number at four tables piled high with delicacies – olives slitted and stuffed with fish eggs, bowls of noodles flecked with the first tender asparagus sprouts of the season, figs and pears suspended in a yellow syrup, the carcasses of tiny fowl. The mingled smells rose on the warm air. My stomach growled.

Most of the guests were men; the few women among them stood out on account of their obvious voluptuousness – not wives or lovers, but courtesans. The younger men were uniformly slender and good-looking; the older men had that indolent, well-groomed look of the very rich at play. I looked from face to face, ready to dart from the window until I realized there was not much chance that any of them would look upward. All eyes were turned on the singer who stood in the centre of the room, or else cast fleeting, sly glances at Sulla or in the direction of a young man who sat fidgeting and chewing his fingers at the table of least distinction.

The singer was dressed in a flowing purple gown embroidered in red and grey. Masses of black hair streaked with white rose in great waves and ringlets in a coiffure so architecturally complex it was almost comic. When he turned in our direction I saw his painted face, made up in shades of chalk and umber to cover his wrinkled eyes and heavy jowls, and I recognized at once the famous female impersonator Metrobius. I had seen him a few times before, never in public and never performing, only in glimpses on the street and once at the house of Hortensius when the great lawyer had deigned to let me past his door. Sulla had taken a fancy to Metrobius long ago in their youth, when Sulla was a poor nobody and Metrobius was (so they say) a beautiful and bewitching entertainer. Despite the ravages of time and all the vagaries of Fortune, Sulla had never abandoned him. Indeed, after five marriages, dozens of love affairs, and countless liaisons, it was Sulla’s relationship with Metrobius that had endured longer than any other.

If Metrobius had once been slender and beautiful, I suppose at one time he must have been a fine singer, too. He was wise now to restrict his performances to private affairs among those who loved him, and to limit his repertoire to comic effects and parodies. Yet despite the hoarse voice and the strained notes, there was something in his florid mannerisms and the subtle gestures of his hands and eyebrows that made it impossible not to watch his every move. His performance was something between singing and orating, like a poem chanted to the accompaniment of a single lyre. Occasionally a drum joined in when the theme became martial. He pretended to take every word with utmost seriousness, which only enhanced the comic effect. He must have already begun changing the lyrics before we chanced on the scene, because the young poet and aspiring sycophant who had ostensibly authored the paean was suffering a visible agony of embarrassment.

 
Who recalls the days when Sulla was a lad,
Homeless and shoeless with not a coin to be had?
And how did he pull himself up from this hole?
How did he rise to his fate, to his role?
Through a hole! Through a hole!
Through the gaping cavern of well-worn size
That yawned between Nicopolis’s thighs!
 

The audience howled with laughter. Sulla shook his head disdainfully andpretended to glower. On the couch next to him, Chrysogonus practically glowed with delight. At the same table Hortensius was whispering in the ear of the young dancer Sorex, while Rufus looked bored and disgusted. Across the room the rewritten poet blanched fish-belly white.

With each succeeding verse the song grew increasingly ribald and the crowd laughed more and more freely. Soon Sulla himself was laughing out loud. Meanwhile the poet chewed his lip and squirmed, changing colours like a coal in the wind, blanching white at each impiety and blushing scarlet at each tortured rhyme. Having finally caught the joke, he seemed at first relieved – no one would blame him for the travesty, after all, and even Sulla was amused. He managed a timid smile, but then he withdrew into a sulk, no doubt offended at the wreckage that had been made of his patriotic homage. The other young men at his table, having failed to tease him to laughter, turned their backs on him and laughed all the louder. Romans love the strong man who can laugh at himself, and despise the weak man who cannot.

The song continued.

 

It is not true that Lucius Cornelius Sulla was homeless as a boy. Neither, I imagine, was he ever without shoes, but in every account of his origins, his early poverty is stressed.

The patrician Cornelii were once a family of some influence and prestige, generations ago. One of them, a certain Rufinus, held the consulship, back in the days when the office actually denoted a man of integrity and character. His career ended in scandal – imagine those righteous days when it was illegal for a citizen to own more than ten pounds of silver plate! Rufinus was expelled from the Senate. The family declined and dwindled into obscurity.

Until Sulla. His own childhood was blighted by poverty. His father died young, leaving him nothing, and in his younger days Sulla lived in tenements among exslaves and widows. His enemies have charged that his rise to power and wealth, after such humble beginnings, was a sure sign of corruption and depravity. His allies and Sulla himself like to dwell on the mystique of what they call his good fortune, as if some divine will, rather than Sulla’s own purpose and character, propelled him to so many triumphs and so much bloodshed.

His youth gave no sign of the great career to come. His education was haphazard. He moved among theatre people – acrobats, comedians, costumers, poets, dancers, actors, singers. Metrobius was among his first lovers, but far from the only one. It was among the vagabonds of the stage that his lifelong reputation for promiscuity began.

They say that young Sulla was quite charming. He was a big-boned, square-jawed lad with a stocky frame, his wide soft middle compensated by muscular shoulders. His golden hair made him stand out in a crowd. His eyes, so I have heard contemporaries recount, were as extraordinary then as now – piercing and pale blue, dominating all in their gaze and confounding those who gazed back, appearing merely mischievous while he perpetrated the most atrocious crimes, looking terrible and severe when he was merely intent on pleasure.

Among his first conquests was the wealthy widow Nicopolis. Her favours were notoriously accessible to virtually any young man who wanted them; it was said that she had resolved to give her body to all men but her heart to none. By all accounts, Sulla fell genuinely and deeply in love with her. At first she scoffed at his devotion, but ultimately his persistence and charm undid her resolve, and she found herself in love at the age of fifty with a youth less than half her age. When she died of a fever she left everything to Sulla. His good fortune had begun.

Another legacy came from his stepmother, his father’s second wife, who in her widowhood had inherited a considerable sum from her own family. She died leaving Sulla her only heir, thus establishing him with a moderate fortune.

Having conquered the mysteries of flesh and gold, Sulla decided to enter politics through military service. Marius had just been elected to the first of his seven consulships; Sulla got himself appointed quaestor and became the great populist’s protégé. In Africa to fight Jugurtha, Sulla engaged in marital derring-do, espionage, and the diplomacy of the perfectly timed double cross. The tortuously complicated details are all in his Memoirs, the first volumes of which are already circulating around Rome in purloined copies. The vanquished Jugurtha was brought to the city naked and chained and died shortly after in his dungeon cell, half-crazy from torture and humiliation. Marius had overseen the campaign, but it was Sulla, at the risk of his own life, who had persuaded the King of Numidia to betray his doomed son-in-law. Marius was afforded a triumphal parade, but many whispered that it was Sulla who deserved the credit.

Praise for Sulla rankled the old populist, and though Marius continued to use Sulla, elevating his rank with each campaign, soon the old man’s jealousy drove Sulla to seek other patrons. Taking command of the troops of the consul Catulus, Sulla subdued the wild tribes of the Alps. When premature winter storms trapped the legions in the foothills without adequate food, Sulla did an expert job of rerouting and supplying fresh provisions – not only to his own troops, but also to those of Marius, who became livid with indignation. The long, withering rivalry between Sulla and Marius, which was ultimately to cause so much grief and chaos in Rome, began with such incidents of petty jealousy.

Sulla travelled east, where Fortune led him to further victories in Cappadocia. On diplomatic business he ventured as far as the Euphrates, and became the first Roman official ever to hold friendly discourse with that kingdom that owns the rest of the world, the Parthians. His charm (or else his blind arrogance) must have worked a wicked spell upon the Parthian ambassador, who actually allowed himself to be seated on a lower dais than Sulla, as if he were a suppliant of a Roman overlord. Afterwards the King of Parthia put the ambassador to death – having lost face, the man subsequently lost his head, a joke Sulla never tired of repeating.

Every powerful man must have omens of greatness attached to his legend – stars fell from the firmament at the birth of Alexander, Hercules strangled a snake in his cradle, eagles battled overhead when Romulus and Remus were torn from their mother’s womb. It was while entertaining the Parthian retinue that Sulla’s career begins to take on the patina of legend. Truth or fiction, only Sulla now knows for certain, but the story goes that a Chaldean savant attached to the Parthian retinue performed a study of Sulla’s face, plumbing his character by using principles of science unknown in the West. Probably he was searching for weaknesses he could report to his Parthian masters, but instead the wise man drew back in astonishment. Sulla, never guilty of false modesty, recounts the old Chaldean’s reaction word for word in his Memoirs: ‘Can a man be so great and not be the greatest of all men on earth? It astounds me – not his greatness, but the fact that even now he abstains from taking his place as first in all things above his fellow men!’

When Sulla returned to Rome, Marius was not happy to see him.

The bone of contention snapped when a statue arrived from the friendly King of Numidia, commemorating the end of the African war and Jugurtha’s downfall. Beneath the outstretched wings of Victory the gilded figures depicted the King handing over the chained Jugurtha to the King’s great friend, Sulla. Marius was nowhere depicted. Marius nearly went out of his mind in a jealous rage at the idea of Sulla stealing his glory, and threatened to destroy the statue with his own hands unless the Senate passed legislation to remove it from the Capitol. The rhetoric on either side escalated until the breach between the two men was irreparable. Violence would surely have followed, but at that moment all private feuds were abruptly postponed by the eruption of the Social War between Rome and her Italian allies.

The scale of the Social War was unprecedented on Italian soil, as was the suffering and disruption it caused. But finally compromises were reached, intransigent rebels were mercilessly punished, and Rome endured, but not all Roman politicians fared equally well. Marius, well over sixty, his military powers faded and his health erratic, accomplished practically nothing in the war. Sulla, in the prime of his manhood and riding the crest of good fortune, was everywhere at once, making his reputation as hero, saviour, destroyer, currying the favour of the legions and amassing political prestige.

When it was over, Sulla had his first consulship at the respectable age of fifty. Rome, like a patient in violent throes, having just survived one great spasm, was about to undergo another.

Marius’s populist movement reached its peak. His right-hand man was the radical tribune and demagogue Sulpicius, the elected representative of the masses, whose every move mocked the power and prestige of the noble establishment. Under Sulpicius, Roman citizenships were sold at auction to exslaves and aliens in the Forum, an act of impiety that drove the old nobility to apoplexy. More insidiously, Sulpicius gathered a private army of three thousand swordsmen from the equestrian class, ambitious and ruthless young men ready for anything. From these he culled an elite bodyguard of six hundred who milled constantly about the Forum. Sulpicius called them his Anti-Senate.

Abroad, Mithridates was ravaging Rome’s eastern possessions, including Greece. The Senate voted to send Sulla to reclaim them, a duty which his previous service had earned and which should have fallen to him by right as consul. The command would be extraordinarily lucrative; there is nothing like a successful Eastern campaign to raise immense revenues through tributes, taxes, and outright looting. It would also give its commanding general immense power; in the old days Roman armies were loyal to the Senate, but now they follow the man who leads them. Sulpicius’s Anti-Senate decided that the command should go to Marius. Chaos erupted in the Forum. The Senate was pressured into transferring the command from Sulla to Marius, and Sulla barely escaped being murdered in the streets.

Sulla fled Rome to take his appeal directly to the army. When the common soldiers heard what had happened, they pledged themselves to Sulla and stoned their staff officers (appointed by Marius) to death. Marius’s followers reacted in Rome by attacking members of the Sullan party and looting their property. In a panic, people changed from one side to the other, fleeing from Rome to Sulla’s camp or from the camp to Rome. The Senate capitulated to whatever Marius and Sulpicius demanded. Sulla marched on the capital.

The unthinkable came to pass. Rome was invaded by Romans.

On the night before, Sulla dreamed. Behind him stood Bellona, whose cult had been brought to Rome from the East, whose ancient temples Sulla himself had visited in Cappadocia. She placed thunderbolts in his hands. She named his enemies one by one, and as she named them they appeared through a mist like tiny figures seen from a hilltop. The goddess told Sulla to strike them. He cast the thunderbolts. His enemies were blasted asunder. He awoke, his Memoirs tell us, feeling invigorated and supremely confident.

What kind of man has such a dream? Is he mad? Or a genius? Or simply a child of Rome blessed by Fortune, sent a reassuring message of success by the power that guides his destiny?

Before dawn, as the army assembled, a lamb was sacrificed. By the smoky torchlight the soothsayer Postumius read the entrails. He rushed to Sulla and knelt, offering up his hands as if for shackles. He begged Sulla to keep him bound as a prisoner so that he might be summarily executed if his visions were false, so certain was he of Sulla’s triumph. So the legend tells us. There is something about a man like Sulla that makes savants and soothsayers clamour to grovel at his feet.

Sulla attacked from the east with a force of 35,000. There are sections of the Esquiline Hill that still bear the blackened scars of his advance. The walls were breached. The unarmed populace resisted with a bombardment of tiles and rubble cast from rooftops. Sulla himself was the first to take a torch in hand and set fire to a building where the people had gathered to resist. Archers shot fire-arrows onto rooftops. Whole families were burned alive; others were left homeless and ruined. The flames made no distinction between the guilty and the innocent, friend and foe. All were consumed.

Marius was driven back to the Temple of Tellus. Here his radical populism reached its apex: in return for their support, he offered freedom to the slaves of Rome. It says something for the prescience of the slaves or for the decline of Marius’s reputation that only three slaves came forward. Marius and his supporters fled the city and scattered. The tribune Sulpicius, master of the Anti-Senate, was betrayed by one of his own slaves and put to death. Sulla first rewarded the treacherous slave by granting him freedom, then punished him as a free man by having him hurled to his death from the Tarpeian Rock.

 

My thoughts, having wandered their own way on the wings of Metrobius’s song, returned abruptly to the present. Echoing up from below us, Metrobius’s voice affected a childish singsong with an atrociously crude Greek accent:

 
Sulla’s face is a mulberry; Sulla’s wife is a whore.
Sulla’s face is red and purple; Sulla’s wife is a bore.
Mottled and splotched with bumps that must itch—
Is it Sulla’s face – or the breasts of his bitch?
 

The crowd gasped. A few in the room tittered nervously. Chrysogonus suppressed his golden smile. Sulla’s face was a blank. Rufus looked disgusted. Hortensius had just put something into his mouth and was looking about the room, uncertain whether he should swallow. The ruined young poet looked nauseated – literally nauseated, pale and sweaty, as if something on the table had disagreed with him and he might vomit at any moment.

The lyre fell silent and Metrobius froze for a long moment. The lyre struck a twanging note. Metrobius cocked his head. ‘Well,’ he said archly, ‘it may not be Sophocles, or even Aristophanes – but I like it!’

The tension broke. The room erupted in laughter; even Rufus smiled. Hortensius finally swallowed and reached for his goblet. The young poet staggered up from his couch and rushed from the room, clutching his belly.

The lyre player strummed and Metrobius took a deep breath. The song recommenced.

 

Sulla resumed his term as consul. Marius was outlawed. His enemies exiled, the Senate pacified, and the populace dazed, Sulla set out for Greece to win glory and drive back Mithridates. Afterwards, critics complained that his sweeping eastern campaign was the most expensive military expedition in the history of Rome.

For the Greeks the price was devastating. Always in the past the great Roman conquerors of Greece and Macedonia had paid homage to the local shrines and temples, endowing them with offerings of gold and silver – respecting, if not the present inhabitants, then at least the memories of Alexander and Pericles. Sulla treated the temples differently. He looted them. The statues at Epidaurus were stripped of their gilding. The sacred offerings at Olympia were melted for coin. Sulla wrote to the keepers of the Oracle at Delphi and requested their treasure, saying that in his hands it would be safer from the vagaries of war, and that if he did have occasion to spend it he would certainly replace it. Sulla’s envoy, Caphis, arrived at Delphi, entered the inner shrine, heard the music of an invisible lyre, and burst into tears. Caphis sent word to Sulla, begging him to reconsider. Sulla wrote back, telling him that the sound of the lyre was surely a sign, not of Apollo’s anger, but of approval. The portable treasures were carried away in sacks. The great silver urn was cut into pieces and carted off on a wagon. The Oracle fell silent. In a hundred generations the Greeks will not forget.

The Greeks, especially the Athenians, had welcomed Mithridates, happy to cast off the Roman yoke. Sulla punished them. If the Greeks could create another Euripides, a poet of agony and terror, he might find a theme in Sulla’s devouring lust to vanquish Athens – except that in Sulla’s life story there is no hubris, only the never-ending caress of Fortune, as steady as the waves of the sea. The siege was bitter and relentless. The populace, driven to starvation, kept up their spirits by composing crude ditties slandering Sulla. The tyrant Aristion railed at the Romans from the city walls, hurling down insults against Sulla and his wife (the fourth, Metella), accompanied by a broad and complicated vocabulary of obscene gestures, many of which the Romans had never seen before but which were subsequently imported and are now fashionable among the street gangs and idle youth of the city. Many of these gestures have facetious names, mostly on the theme of Sulla raping Athena, to the chagrin of his wife.

When the walls were scaled and the gates opened, the slaughter was appalling. It is said that the blood in the enclosed marketplace was literally ankle-deep. Once the fury had subsided, Sulla put a stop to the pillage, ascending to the Acropolis to say a few words of praise for the ancient Athenians, followed by his famous utterance. ‘I forgive the few for the sake of the many, the living for the sake of the dead,’ a quotation frequently cited as an example either of his profound wisdom or his very dry wit.

Meanwhile, civil war simmered and bubbled in Rome as if her walls were the rim of a cauldron. The Italian allies grumbled over the slow dispensation of citizenships promised at the end of the Social War; the conservatives in the Senate grumbled that the privileges of citizenship were being disastrously diluted; the exiled Marius wandered to Africa and back, like Ulysses pursued by harpies. The anti-Sullan consul Cinna, another radical demagogue, welcomed Marius back to Rome and outlawed Sulla instead. Amid chaos and bloodshed Marius attained his seventh consulship only to die seventeen days later.

Having driven Mithridates back to Pontus, Sulla summarily declared the Eastern campaign a total success and made his way back to Italy with all speed. Here the legends and Memoirs recount further encounters with fawning soothsayers and soaring dreams, but why repeat them? The goddess Bellona supplied fresh thunderbolts and Sulla dispensed them to his loyal generals, Pompey and Crassus foremost among them, who cast them all over Italy and Africa, turning Sulla’s enemies to ash. Fortune never ceased to smile for an instant. At Signia, Sulla was engaged by the army of Marius the son of Marius. Twenty thousand of Marius’s men were killed, eight thousand were taken prisoner; Sulla lost only twenty-three soldiers.

The second siege of Rome was not so easy. Sulla and Crassus approached from the north, Pompey from the south. The left wing under Sulla was annihilated, and he himself barely missed being killed by a spear; he later attributed his salvation to the tiny golden image of Apollo he had stolen from Delphi, which he always carried into battle, often holding it to his lips and murmuring prayers and whispered adorations like a lover. Rumours of Sulla’s death spread on both sides, even infecting Pompey’s army with despair. Finally, after dark, word came to Sulla that the right wing under Crassus had destroyed the enemy.

Once in Rome, Sulla had the disarmed remnants of the defending army, six thousand Samnites and Lucanians, rounded up and herded like cattle into the Circus Maximus. Meanwhile, he called a meeting of the Senate, and even as he began his address the slaughter in the Circus commenced. The din of the massacred was audible all over the city; the noise echoed in the Senate chamber like the wailing of ghosts. The senators were dumbfounded. Sulla continued to speak in a perfectly even tone of voice, as if nothing unusual were happening. The senators grew distracted and began to mill about and murmur among themselves, until Sulla stamped his foot and shouted at them to listen to what he was saying. ‘Ignore the noise from outside,’ he told them. ‘By my orders, some criminals are receiving correction.’

By consent of the Senate, Sulla proclaimed himself dictator, a constitutional seizure of authority that no one else had dared to attempt for more than a hundred years. As dictator, Sulla destroyed all opposition and rewarded his faithful generals. He was granted immunity for all his past actions. He reordered the constitution to strip the encroaching power of the populist tribunes and the masses and to restore the privileges of the nobles. When his original, legal term of one year as dictator expired, the Senate obliged him with an unprecedented and constitutionally questionable extension, ‘to complete his vital work for the salvation of the state.’

For a time Sulla ruled with an even hand, and the city breathed a sigh of relief, as if spring had arrived after a long, hard winter. But Sulla was not satisfied with his almost total triumph. Perhaps a soothsayer warned him of danger. Perhaps in a dream Bellona issued him more thunderbolts.

The proscriptions began with the original List of Eighty. The next day a second list of more than two hundred names appeared. On the third day another list appeared, again with more than two hundred names.

Sulla was as witty as ever. On the fourth day he made a public speech defending the killings. When he was asked if a fourth list was yet to come, he explained that at his age his memory had begun to fail. ‘So far we’ve posted the names of all the enemies of the state that I can remember. As more enemies occur to me, we’ll post more names.’ Eventually the lists numbered into the thousands.

The son of an emancipated slave was accused of having hidden one of the original Eighty. The penalty for concealing the proscribed was death. On his way to the Tarpeian Rock the wretch passed Sulla’s retinue in the street and reminded him they had once lived in the same tenement. ‘Don’t you remember?’ the man said. ‘I lived upstairs and paid two thousand sesterces. You lived in the rooms under me and paid three thousand.’ From the grin on his face no one could tell whether the man was joking or not. For once Sulla did not seem amused; perhaps he was not in a mood to be reminded of his humble origins. ‘Then you’ll appreciate the Tarpeian Rock,’ he told the man. ‘The rent costs nothing and the view is unforgettable.’ And with that he passed on, deaf to the man’s pleas for mercy.

Some wags insinuated that men were proscribed simply so that the state and friends of the state could obtain their property. ‘Did you hear,’ the joke ran, ‘So-and-So was killed by his big mansion on the Palatine, So-and-So by his gardens, and So-and-So by his new steam-bath installation.’ There was the tale of one Quintus Aurelius, who went down to the Forum and discovered his name on the lists. A passing friend asked him to dinner. ‘Impossible,’ said Quintus. ‘I haven’t the time. I’m being hunted down by my Alban estate.’ He rounded a corner and went no more than twenty paces before an assassin slit his throat.

But the proscriptions finally ended. Pompey went off to Africa to annihilate the last of his master’s enemies. Crassus threw himself into real estate speculation. Young populists like Caesar fled to the ends of the earth. Sulla divorced his beloved Metella (whose breasts had been slandered by the Athenians) on the religious grounds that her fatal illness threatened to pollute his home, and the dictator found himself pursued by the beautiful young divorcee Valeria (yes, Rufus’s sister); at a gladiator show she snatched a loose thread from the great man’s toga to claim a bit of his good fortune, caught his eye, and became his bride. The doddering prestige of the nobility was shored up with cracked plaster and straw, and rumours began to circulate that at any moment the newlywed Sulla would lay down his dictatorship and call for unfettered consular elections.

 

Down in Chrysogonus’s banquet hall, surrounded by spoils of the Social War, the civil war, and the proscriptions, Metrobius stood with his head held high and his hands clasped, drawing a deep breath. His song was nearing its end, having reviewed in witheringly satirical detail the highlights of its subject’s career. Even the humiliated poet, having emptied his belly of whatever ailed him and slunk back to his couch, had finally joined in the raucous laughter.

Tiro turned towards me, shaking his head. ‘I don’t understand these people at all,’ he whispered. ‘What sort of party is this?’

I had been wondering the same thing myself. ‘I think the rumours may be true. I think our esteemed Dictator and Saviour of the Republic may be contemplating his imminent retirement. That will mean solemn occasions and ceremonies, hymns of praise, retrospective orations, the official publication of his Memoirs. All very stiff and formal, respectable, Roman. But here among his own, Sulla would rather drink and make a joke of it. What a strange man he is! But wait, the song isn’t over.’

Metrobius was batting his eyes, shaping his hands in a demure, maidenly gesture, satirizing a shy virgin. He opened his painted mouth to sing:

 
They met, it is said, at a gladiatorial fest,
Where the living left living must be the best.
She plucked at his hem for a simple memento—
Or was it to glance at Sulla’s pimiento?
 

The laughter was deafening. Sulla himself leaned forward, pounded his open palm against the table, and almost fell from his couch. Chrysogonus smiled and looked smug, leaving no doubt about the line’s authorship. Hortensius playfully threw an asparagus spear in Metrobius’s direction; it flew over his head and struck the poet square on the forehead. Rufus drew away from Sorex, who was smiling and trying to whisper something in his ear. He did not look amused.

 
Flesh was pierced that day; men writhed in the dust.
Sulla drew his sword to prove it hadn’t gone to rust;
And the lady agreed, yes, the lady declared—
 

The song was interrupted by the clattering crash of an overturned table. Rufus was on his feet, his face quite red. Hortensius laid a restraining hand on his leg, but Rufus jerked away. ‘Valeria may be only your half sister, Hortensius, but she’s my flesh and blood,’ he snapped, ‘and I won’t listen to this filth. And she’s your wife!’ he said, coming to a sudden halt before the couch of honour and openly glaring at Sulla. ‘How can you stand for such insults?’

The room fell silent. For a long moment Sulla didn’t move but remained as he was, leaning on one elbow with his legs outstretched. He stared into space and worked his jaw back and forth, as if a tooth bothered him. Finally he swung his legs to the floor and slowly sat upright, staring up at Rufus with a look on his face that was at once sardonic, rueful, and amused.

‘You are a very proud young man,’ he said. ‘Very proud and very beautiful, like your sister.’ He reached for his wine and took a sip. ‘But unlike Valeria, you seem to lack a sense of humour. And if Hortensius is your half brother, perhaps that explains why you have only half his good sense, not to mention good manners.’ He sipped more wine and sighed. ‘When I was your age, many things about the world displeased me. Instead of complaining, I set about changing the world, and I did. If a song offends you, don’t throw a tantrum. Write a better one.’

Rufus stared back at him, holding his arms stiffly at his sides, clenching his fists. I imagined all the insults running through his head and whispered a silent prayer to the gods that he would keep his mouth shut. He opened his mouth and seemed about to speak, then looked angrily about the room and stalked out.

Sulla settled back on his couch, looking rather disappointed to have had the last word. There was an awkward silence, broken by a quip from the would-be poet: ‘There’s a young man who’s stunted his career!’ It was an abysmally stupid remark, coming from a nobody and aimed at a young Messalla and brother-in-law of the dictator. The silence became even more awkward, broken only by scattered groans and a suppressed cough from Hortensius.

The host was undismayed. Chrysogonus smiled his golden smile and looked warmly at Metrobius. ‘I believe there’s at least one more verse – no doubt the best saved for last.’

‘Indeed!’ Sulla rose to his feet, his eyes twinkling, staggering just a bit from the wine. He walked to the centre of the room. ‘What a gift you’ve all given me tonight! Even sweet little Rufus, acting so foolish and cocky – such a fiery head of hair, such a fiery temperament, as contrary as his sister. What a night! You’ve made me remember everything, whether I wanted to or not – good days and bad days alike. But the old days, those were the best, when I was a young man with nothing but hope, and faith in the gods, and the love of my friends. I was a sentimental fool even then!’ With that he took Metrobius’s face between his hands and kissed him full on the mouth, at which the audience spontaneously applauded. When Sulla broke the kiss, I saw tears on his cheeks. He smiled and staggered back, gesturing for the lyre player to resume as he fell back onto his couch.

The song began again:

 
And the lady agreed, yes, the lady declared—
 

but Tiro and I never heard the ending. Instead we turned our heads as one, distracted by the same unmistakable noise – the rasping slither of a steel blade drawn from its scabbard.

Chrysogonus had sent someone to check the upstairs after all, or else we had simply lingered too long in one place. A hulking figure emerged from the shadow of the doorway, limping slightly as he stepped into the pool of moonlight from the balcony. His wild hair was like a halo of blue flame and the look in his eyes turned my blood to ice. In his left hand he held a knife with a blade as long as a man’s forearm – perhaps the same blade he had used to stab Sextus Roscius over and over again.

A heartbeat later Magnus was joined by his henchman, the blond giant, Mallius Glaucia. The scar rent across his face by Bast looked raised and ugly in the pale light. He held his blade at the same angle as his master, tilted up and forwards as if poised to gut an animal’s belly.

‘What are you doing here?’ Magnus said, twisting the knife in his fingers so that the blade glimmered in the moonlight. His voice was higher than I had expected. His rural Latin was overlaid with the grating nasal accent of the street gangs.

I looked into both men’s eyes; they had no idea who I was. Glaucia had been sent to my house to intimidate or murder me, no doubt at Magnus’s order, but neither of them had actually seen me, except as a passing stranger on the road in front of Capito’s house. I slowly withdrew my hand from my tunic. I had meant to reach for my knife; instead I slipped the iron ring from my finger. I threw my hands in the air.

‘Please, forgive,’ I said, surprised at how little effort it took to sound meek and humble in the face of two giants bearing steel blades. ‘We’re the slaves of young Marcus Valerius Messalla Rufus. We were sent upstairs to fetch him, before the entertainment began. We lost our way – so stupid!’

‘And is that why you’re spying on the master of this house and his guests?’ Magnus hissed. He and Glaucia separated and approached from two sides, like the flanks of an army.

‘We paused here, just to have a look over the balcony and get some fresh air.’ I shrugged, keeping my hands in sight and doing my best to appear pathetic and confused. I glanced at Tiro and saw that he was following my lead admirably, or else was simply frightened out of his wits. ‘We heard the singing, found the little window – stupid and presumptuous of us, of course, and I’m sure the young master will see that we’re beaten for such insolence. It’s just that it’s not often we have the chance to look down on a gathering of such splendour.’

Magnus grabbed me by the shoulder and shoved me onto the balcony, into the moonlight. Glaucia pushed Tiro against me so that I tripped backwards against the waist-high brick wall and had to grab the edge to steady myself. I looked over my shoulder. The yawning abyss below resolved into a grassy knoll dappled by the moon shadow of the cypress trees. From below, the balcony had not looked nearly so far from the ground.

Magnus pulled at my hair and poked the tip of his blade into the soft flesh below my chin, forcing me to turn and face him. ‘I’ve seen you before,’ he whispered. ‘Glaucia, look here! Where do we know this dog from?’

The blond giant scrutinized me, pouted his lips, and wrinkled his forehead. He shook his head, baffled. ‘Don’t know,’ he grunted. Then his face lit up. ‘Ameria,’ he said. ‘Remember, Magnus? Just the other day, on the road, right before we got to Capito’s villa. He was coming the other way, riding alone.’

Magnus snarled at me. ‘Who are you? What are you doing here?’ The knife pressed harder, until I felt the skin break. I imagined my blood trickling down the blade. Never mind who I am, I wanted to say. I know who you are, both of you. You murdered your cousin in cold blood and stole his estates. And you broke into my home and left a bloody message on my wall. You would have murdered Bethesda if you’d had the chance. You’d probably have raped her first.

I brought my knee up with a jerk, straight into Magnus’s crotch. By reflex he reached downward. The blade ripped against my tunic, grazing my chest. No matter; I knew I was doomed anyway – Glaucia was right beside him with his dagger poised to strike. I braced myself for the blow to my heart. I even heard it, a sickening sound of ruptured flesh.

Except that no one had stabbed me, and Glaucia had tumbled to his knees, dropping his blade and grasping his head. Tiro stood over him holding a bloody brick in his hand. ‘It came loose from the wall,’ he explained, staring at it in amazement.

Neither of us thought to reach for Glaucia’s blade, but Magnus did. He snatched it up and retreated a few steps, then advanced with a blade in each hand, snorting like a Cretan bull.

I was over the wall before I even realized it, as if my body had leaped and left my head behind. I was falling through blackness, but not alone. To one side and a little above me, another body was dropping through space – Tiro. A little beyond him, plummeting like a burnt-out comet, was a fragment of brick, tumbling end over end and smeared with blood that glinted purple in the blue moonlight. Magnus was a furious face that peered over a wall high above, flanked by two upright daggers, growing smaller by the instant.
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Something remarkably hard and immense rushed up and struck me from below: packed, dry earth. As if I’d been scooped up by a giant’s hand, I felt myself pitched forwards, rolling head over heels and then abruptly coming to a complete stop. Beside me I heard Tiro moaning. He was complaining about something, but his words were slurred and indistinct. For a moment I forgot about Magnus entirely. All I could think of was how remarkably thin the air is, and how extraordinarily dense the ground seems by contrast. Then I came to my senses and looked up.

Magnus’s glowering face seemed incredibly far away; how could I have possibly jumped such a distance? There was no chance that he would follow – no sane man would take such a leap except to save his life. Nor would Magnus dare to raise a general alarm, not with Sulla in the house – that would risk raising too many questions and unpleasant complications. We were as good as free, I thought. In the time it would take Magnus to scurry through hallways and down stairs we would have long since disappeared into the night. Why then was he suddenly smiling?

The sound of a moan drew my eyes to Tiro, who shivered on his hands and knees beside me on the parched grass. He rose to his feet, or tried to, then fell helplessly forwards; tried again, and fell again. His face was twisted with pain. ‘My ankle,’ he whispered hoarsely, and then cursed. I looked up again at the balcony. Magnus was no longer there.

I scrambled to my feet and pulled Tiro upright. He clenched his teeth and made a strange gurgling noise – a howl of pain swallowed by sheer will.

‘Can you walk?’ I said.

‘Of course.’ Tiro pushed himself away from me and promptly collapsed to his knees. I pulled him upright again, clutched him against my shoulder, and began to walk as quickly as I could, then to trot. Somehow he managed to limp beside me, hopping and hissing with pain. We made our way a hundred feet or so before I heard a faint scuffling behind us and felt my heart sink.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Magnus dashing into the street, silhouetted by the blazing lamps of Chrysogonus’s portico. Following him was another figure – the lumbering hulk of Mallius Glaucia. For an instant I saw the blond giant’s face, lit by blue moonlight and framed by sputtering torches, streaked with blood and looking hardly human. They froze in the middle of the street, peering this way and that. I pulled Tiro into the shadow of the same tree from which we had watched Sulla’s arrival, thinking the darkness might shield us, but the movement must have caught Magnus’s eye. I heard a yell and then the slap of sandals against the paving stones.

‘On my shoulders!’ I hissed. Tiro understood immediately and hobbled to comply. I ducked between his legs, scooped him up, and started running, amazed at my own strength. I glided effortlessly over the smooth stones. I took a deep breath and laughed out loud, thinking I could run a mile and outdistance Magnus with every step. I heard them shouting behind me, but faintly; mostly I heard the pounding of blood in my ears.

Then, in an instant, with the drawing of a single breath that came up shorter than the others, the thrill of the moment subsided. Step by step the burst of energy dwindled. The level ground seemed to tilt uphill and then to melt, as if I were running through mud. Instead of laughing I was coughing, and suddenly I could hardly lift my feet; Tiro was as heavy as a bronze statue. I heard Magnus and Glaucia behind us, their footfalls drawing so near that the back of my neck began to twitch, flinching at the prospect of a knife between the shoulder blades.

We staggered along a high wall hung with ivy. The wall came to an end. That was when I saw Caecilia Metella’s house to my left. The portico was lit with a single brazier, flanked by the two guardians stationed there for the safekeeping of Sextus Roscius.

A breathless citizen carrying a slave piggyback was probably the last thing the two bleary-eyed guards expected to come rushing at them out of the darkness. They fumbled for their swords and jumped to their feet, looking like startled cats.

‘Help us!’ I managed to gasp. ‘Caecilia Metella knows me. Two men are running after us – street criminals – murderers!’

The soldiers drew apart and held their swords ready, but made no move to stop me when I bowed my head and let Tiro slip from my shoulders onto his feet. He took one limping step and then crumpled with a moan in front of the door. I stepped past him and began beating on the door, then looked over my shoulder to see Magnus and Glaucia come to a skittering halt just within reach of the brazier’s light.

Even the armed guards stepped back at the sight of them – Magnus with his wild hair, scarred face, and flaring nostrils, Glaucia with blood streaming down his forehead, both clutching daggers in their fists. I banged on the door again.

Magnus turned shifty-eyed, lowered his blade, and gestured to Glaucia to do the same. ‘These two are thieves,’ he said, pointing at me. Despite his wild appearance, his voice was measured and even. He wasn’t even winded. ‘Burglars,’ he declared. ‘Housebreakers. We caught them forcing their way into the home of Lucius Cornelius Chrysogonus. Hand them over.’

The two soldiers exchanged confused glances. They had been ordered to keep a prisoner inside, not to keep anyone out or to keep peace in the street. They had no reason to help two wild-eyed men with knives. Nor did they have any reason to protect two unexpected callers in the night. Magnus should have told them we were escaped slaves; that would have obligated the soldiers, as fellow citizens, to hand us over. But it was too late to change his story now. Instead, when the guards made no response, Magnus reached into his tunic and pulled out a heavy-looking purse. The guards looked at the purse and then at each other, and then, without affection, at Tiro and me. I beat on the door with both fists.

Finally a slit opened and through it peered the calculating eyes of the eunuch Ahausarus. His gaze shifted from me down to Tiro and then beyond us to the assassins in the street. I was still breathing hard, fumbling for words to explain, when he opened the door, ushered us inside, and slammed it shut behind us.

Ahausarus refused to wake his mistress. Nor would he allow us to stay the night. (‘Impossible,’ he sniffed haughtily, as if hosting Sextus Roscius and his family were taint enough on the household.) Magnus might still be waiting in ambush outside the house; even worse, he might have sent Glaucia for reinforcements. The sooner we left the better. After some hurried negotiations (mostly I begged while the eunuch arched his eyebrows and stared at the ceiling), Ahausarus was quite happy to see us off with a team of yawning litter bearers to carry Tiro, along with some gladiators from his mistress’s personal bodyguard.

 

‘No more adventures!’ said Cicero sternly. ‘There’s no point in it. When she hears of it in the morning, Caecilia will be scandalized. Tiro’s injured himself. And there’s no telling what sort of repercussions might have come of it – spying on Chrysogonus in his own house, with Sulla in the very room! My own slave and a disreputable henchman – forgive me, Gordianus, but it’s true – caught wandering about a private home on the Palatine during a party to honour Sulla. It wouldn’t be hard to make that out as some sort of threat to the security of the state, would it? What if they’d caught you and dragged you before Chrysogonus? They could have called you assassins as easily as thieves. Do you want to see my head on a spike? And all for nothing – you didn’t learn anything new from the whole escapade, did you? Nothing of importance, as far as I can see. Your work is done, Gordianus. Give it up! Everything depends now on Rufus and me. Two more days – tomorrow, and the day after, and then the trial. Until then no more of these absurd adventures! Stay out of the way, and try to stay alive. In fact, I forbid you to leave this house.’

Some people are not at their best when roused from bed in the middle of the night. Cicero was snappish and rude from the moment he arrived in the vestibule, summoned by a slave to witness the bizarre nocturnal visitation of tramping bodyguards and a slave borne in a litter. His eyes were hollow with dark pockets beneath; I suppose in his dreams there was no friendly goddess handing out thunderbolts. Weary or not, Cicero talked constantly, mostly to deride me, while he hovered like a brooding hen near Tiro, who lay belly-down on a table as the household physician (who was also the head cook) examined his ankle, turning it this way and that. Tiro winced and bit his lip. The physician nodded gravely, his eyes red and puffy from interrupted sleep.

‘Not broken,’ he finally said, ‘only sprained. He’s lucky; otherwise he might have had a limp for the rest of his life. The best thing’s to give him plenty of wine – thins the clotted blood inside and keeps the muscles loose. Soak his ankle in cool water tonight, the cooler the better – keeps down the swelling. If you wish, I can send someone after fresh spring water. Wrap it up tight tomorrow and see that he stays off it until the pain’s completely gone. I’ll have the carpenter carve him a crutch in the morning.’

Cicero nodded, relieved. Suddenly his jaw began to tremble. His mouth quivered. His chin dimpled. He opened his mouth in a gasping yawn, trying to keep it shut. He blinked, already falling asleep. He gave me one last disparaging glare through heavy-lidded eyes, shook his head disapprovingly at Tiro, and then returned to his bed.

 

I slunk wearily to my room. Bethesda was sitting wide-awake in bed, waiting for me. Listening through the door, she had been able to make out only the bare bones of the night’s adventure. She asked question after question. I kept answering, long after my mumbled replies stopped making any sense at all.

At some point I began to dream.

In my dream I lay with my head in the lap of a goddess who stroked my brow. Her skin was like alabaster. Her lips were like cherries. Though my eyes were closed, I knew she smiled, because I could feel her smile like warm sunshine on my face.

A door opened and the room was filled with light. Apollo of Ephesus entered, like an actor stepping onto a stage, naked and golden and blindingly beautiful. He knelt beside me and put his mouth so close to my ear that his soft lips brushed my flesh. His breath was as warm as the goddess’s smile, and smelled of honeysuckle. He whispered words of sweet comfort, like a murmuring brook.

Invisible hands played an invisible lyre, while an unseen chorus sang the most beautiful song I had ever heard – verse after verse of love and praise, all in my honour. At some point a wild giant with a knife ran blindly through the room, his eyes clotted with blood from a wound in his head; but nothing else occurred to spoil the absolute perfection of that dream.

 

A cock crowed. I gave a start and bolted upright, imagining I was back in my house on the Esquiline and thinking I heard strangers prowling in the grey dawn. But the noise I heard was only the sound of Cicero’s slaves getting ready for the day ahead. Beside me Bethesda slept like a stone, her black hair spread like tendrils about the pillow. I lay back beside her, thinking I couldn’t possibly fall asleep again.

I was unconscious almost before I closed my eyes.

Sleep spread around me in all directions – featureless, dreamless, devoid of any landmarks. Such a sleep is like eternity; with nothing to measure the passage of time and no markings to show the volume of space, an instant is no different from an aeon and an atom is as large as the universe. All the diversity of life, pleasure and pain alike, dissolves into a primal oneness, absorbing even nothingness. Is this what death is like?

And then, all at once, I woke.

Bethesda sat in the corner of the room, stitching up the hem of the tunic I had worn the night before. At some point, perhaps when I jumped, I had ripped it. Beside her was a half-eaten piece of bread smeared with honey.

‘What hour?’ I said.

‘Noon, or thereabouts.’

I stretched. My arms were stiff and sore. I noticed a large purple bruise on my right shoulder.

I stood. My legs were as sore as my arms. From the atrium I heard the buzzing of bees and the sound of Cicero declaiming.

‘All done,’ Bethesda announced. She held up the tunic, looking pleased with herself. ‘I washed it this morning. Cicero’s laundress showed me a new way. Even the grass stains came out. The air is so parched, it’s already dry.’ She stood behind me and lifted the tunic over my head to dress me. I raised my arms, groaning from the stiffness.

‘Food, Master?’

I nodded. ‘I’ll take it in the peristyle at the back of the house,’ I said. ‘As far as possible from the sound of our host orating.’

The day was perfect for idleness. In the square of blue sky above the courtyard, puffy white clouds floated by one at a time, no more, no less, as if the gods had decreed a procession. The air was warm, but not as hot as on previous days. A cool, dry breeze rustled over the roof and wafted through the shaded porticoes. Cicero’s slaves moved quietly about the household, wearing expressions of suppressed excitement and determination, infected by the gravity of the events transpiring in their master’s study. Today and one day more, and then the trial.

Bethesda stayed close beside me, offering to fetch this or that, attending to whatever I desired – a scroll, a drink, a broad-brimmed hat. Her demeanour was uncharacteristically subdued. Though she said nothing about it, I could tell that the lingering signs of the night’s danger – the torn tunic, the bruise on my shoulder – weighed on her spirit, and she was glad to have me safe and close at hand. When she brought me a cup of cool water, I set down the scroll I was reading, looked her in the eye, and let my fingers brush against hers. Instead of returning my smile she seemed to shudder, and I thought I saw her lips tremble, as slightly as the leaves of the willow trembled in the faint wind. Then she withdrew her hand and stepped away as Old Tiro the doorkeeper came walking diagonally across the courtyard directly in front of me, oblivious of the rules of decorum that confined the slaves to pass quietly beneath the porticoes. He passed by and disappeared again into the house, all the while shaking his head and muttering to himself.

The old freedman was followed soon after by his grandson. Tiro came careening across the courtyard, leaning on a crude wooden crutch and holding his tightly wrapped ankle aloft, going faster than his skill allowed. He was smiling stupidly, as proud of his lameness as a soldier might be of his very first wound. Bethesda fetched a chair and helped him into it.

‘The first scars and injuries of manhood are like a badge of initiation,’ I said. ‘But with repetition they become tedious and then depressing. Youth proudly gives up its suppleness, strength, and beauty, like sacrifices on the altar of manhood, and only later regrets.’

The sentiment left him unmoved. Tiro wrinkled his brow, still smiling, and glanced at the scroll I’d laid aside, thinking I was quoting epigrams. ‘Who said that?’

‘Someone who was once young. Yes, as young as you are now, and just as resilient. You seem to be in good spirits.’

‘I suppose.’

‘No pain?’

‘Some, but why bother with it? Everything’s too exciting.’

‘Yes?’

‘With Cicero, I mean. All the papers that have to be got ready, all the people dropping by – friends of the defence, good men like Marcus Metellus and Publius Scipio. Not to mention finishing his speech, trying to anticipate the prosecution’s arguments – there’s not enough time for everything, really. It’s all a mad rush. Rufus says it’s always like that, even with an advocate as experienced as Hortensius.’

‘So you’ve seen Rufus today?’

‘Earlier, while you slept. Cicero chided him for storming out on Sulla at the party, said Rufus was too rash and thin-skinned – the same way he chided you last night.’

‘Except that I’m sure Cicero is secretly proud of what Rufus did, and they both know it. Whereas Cicero is genuinely disgusted with me. Where is Rufus now?’

‘Down at the Forum. Cicero sent him to arrange for some sort of writ to be served on Chrysogonus, requesting that he bring forwards the two slaves, Felix and Chrestus, to make depositions. Of course Chrysogonus won’t allow it, but that will look suspicious, you see, and Cicero can work that into his oration. That’s the part we’ve been going over all morning. He’s actually going to call Chrysogonus by name. It’s what they least expect, because they think everyone is too frightened to speak the truth. He’s even going to call Sulla to task. You should hear some of the things he wrote last night while we were out, about the free hand Sulla’s given to criminals, the way he’s encouraged corruption and outright murder. Of course Cicero can’t use all of it; that would be suicide. He’ll have to soften it into something milder, but even so, who else has the courage to stand up for truth in the Forum?’

He was smiling again, a different smile, not of boyish pride but in a kind of adoring rapture, giddy at the prospect of following Cicero into the Forum, flushed with excitement like a soldier in the train of a beloved general. Injury and danger only served to heighten the excitement and to make their cause more splendid. But just how far would Cicero really go to invoke Sulla’s wrath? I snorted to myself and was on the verge of taunting Tiro with doubts. But I checked my tongue. After all, the danger he might face with Cicero was no less real than the danger he had faced with me. He had leaped into space beside me. He had raced across the moonlit Palatine in pain and fear without a word of complaint.

Now he was racing back to his master. He pulled himself up by his crutch and steadied himself on one leg. Bethesda moved to help him, and he blushingly allowed her. ‘I have to go now. I can’t stay. Cicero will be needing me again. He never stops, you know, not when he’s in the thick of it. He’ll send Rufus on a dozen errands to the Forum, and the three of us will be up all night.’

‘While I catch up on my sleep. But why don’t you stay longer? Rest; you’ll need your strength tonight. Besides, who else is there for me to talk to?’

Tiro wobbled against his crutch. ‘No, I really have to go back now.’

‘I see. I suppose Cicero merely sent you to check up on me.’

Tiro shrugged as best he could, leaning against his crutch. He turned shifty-eyed, and his face coloured. ‘Actually, Cicero sent me with a message.’

‘A message? Why you, with a twisted ankle?’

‘I suppose he thought the other slaves . . . that is, I’m sure he could have come himself, only – he told me to remind you of what he said last night. You do remember?’

‘Remember what?’ I was suddenly in a taunting mood again.

‘He says you’re to stay in the house and not to leave. Whatever comforts Cicero can offer, please feel free to take advantage of them. Or if you need anything from outside, feel free to send one of the household slaves.’

‘I’m not accustomed to staying inside all day and night. Perhaps I’ll make a trip down to the Forum with Rufus.’

Tiro reddened. ‘Actually, Cicero gave certain instructions to the watchmen he hired to protect the house.’

‘Instructions?’

‘He told them not to allow you to leave. To keep you inside.’

I stared at him in quiet disbelief until Tiro lowered his eyes. ‘To keep me inside? The way the guards at Caecilia’s keep Sextus Roscius inside?’

‘Well, I suppose.’

‘I’m a Roman citizen, Tiro. How can Cicero dare to imprison another citizen in his house? What will these guards do if I leave?’

‘Actually, Cicero told them to use force if they have to. I don’t think they’d actually beat you. . . .’

I felt my face and ears turn as red as Tiro’s. I glanced at Bethesda and saw that she was smiling very slightly, looking relieved. Tiro took a deep breath and backed away from me, as if he had drawn a line with his crutch and stepped behind it.

‘You must understand, Gordianus. This matter belongs to Cicero now. It always did. You put yourself in danger in his service, and for that he’s taken you under his protection. He asked you to find the truth, and you did. Now the truth must be judged by the law. That’s Cicero’s domain. The defence of Sextus Roscius is the most important event in his life. This could mean everything to him. He honestly believes you’re more a danger than a help now. You mustn’t confront him about this. You mustn’t test him. Do as he asks. Obey his judgment.’

Tiro turned to go, giving me no time to answer and using his clumsiness with the crutch as an excuse not to look back or make any gesture of farewell. In the empty courtyard his presence lingered: eloquent, loyal, insistent, and self-assured – in every regard the slave of his master.

I picked up the history by Polybius I had been reading, but the words seemed to run together and slide off the parchment. I raised my eyes and looked beyond the scroll, into the shadows of the portico. Nearby, Bethesda sat with her eyes closed, catlike and content in the warm sunlight. A ragged cloud crossed the sun, casting the courtyard into dappled shadow. The cloud departed; the sun returned. After a few minutes another cloud took its place. Bethesda seemed almost to be purring. I called her name.

‘Take this scroll away,’ I said. ‘It bores me. Go back to the study. Beg our host’s forgiveness for the interruption, and ask Tiro if he can find something by Plautus for me, or perhaps a decadent Greek comedy.’

Bethesda walked away, mouthing the unfamiliar name so that she wouldn’t forget it. She clutched the scroll in that strange way that the illiterate handle all documents – carefully, knowing it to be precious, but not too carefully, since it would be hard to break, and without any affection at all, even with some distaste. When she had disappeared into the house, I turned around and scanned the peristyle. No one was about. The heat of the day had reached its peak. All were inside napping or otherwise taking refuge in the cool depths of the house.

Climbing onto the roof of the portico was easier than I had anticipated. I pulled myself up one of the slender columns, grabbed hold of the roof and scrambled up. The height seemed nothing to a man who had practically flown the night before. Evading the guard posted at the far corner of the roof loomed as a greater challenge, or so I thought until my foot loosened a cracked tile and sent a spray of tiny stones hissing on the paved court below. The guard stayed just as he was, his back to me, standing straight up and dozing against his spear. Perhaps he heard me when I leaped to the alley below and upset a clay pot, but by then it was too late. I made a clean escape. This time no one pursued.
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There is a fine sense of freedom that comes from wandering about a familiar city with no particular destination in mind, with no one to meet, no duties, no obligations. My only concern was with certain men I wanted very much not to meet, Magnus chief among them. But I had a good notion of where a man like Magnus might or might not be found on such a fine afternoon, and as long as I stayed away from the familiar haunts to which those who knew my habits might direct a searching stranger, I felt relatively safe – almost a shadow, in fact. Or better, a man made of precious glass, as if the warm sunshine that beamed down on my shoulders and head passed straight through me, casting no shadow at all, and every citizen and slave I passed looked right through me. I was invisible. I was free. I had nothing to do and a thousand nameless, sun-drenched streets to do it in.

Cicero was right; my part in the investigation of the murder of Sextus Roscius was over. But until the trial was done, there was no way I could move on to other business, no way I could return with safety to my own home. Unused to having enemies himself (how soon that would change, with his ambitions!), Cicero expected me to hide myself away until all was clear, as if that were a simple thing. But in Rome one’s path is never entirely clear of enemies. When even a perfect stranger could prove to be Nemesis, no man can protect himself completely. What point is there in cowering away in another man’s house, behind the spear of another man’s guard? Fortune is the only true protection against death; perhaps it was true that Sulla was followed everywhere by her protecting hand – how else to explain his longevity when so many others around him, far less culpable and certainly more virtuous, were long dead?

It would have been amusing to surprise Rufus in the Forum; I imagined stealing up behind him in some dusty corner of some dusty clerk’s library, humming a snatch of Metrobius’s ditty from the night before – ‘and the lady agreed, yes, the lady declared’ – but the Forum was probably the most dangerous place for me to loiter, except for the Subura. Without a plan, I wandered northward towards the Quirinal Hill, into a region where the houses were shabby and the streets littered. I came to the edge of the Quirinal, above the Servian Wall; the street dropped off in a steep descent and the houses on either side drew back from the road, leaving a wide plaza with a patch of unkempt grass and a single straggly tree.

Even in the city of one’s birth there may be undiscovered streets that open onto unexpected vistas, and the goddess who guides aimless wanderers had guided me to such a spot. I paused for a long moment, looking out at the quadrant of Rome beyond the city walls, from the sweep of the Tiber on the left, sparkling beneath the sun as if it were on fire, to the straight, broad Flaminian Way on the right; from the jumble of buildings massed around the Circus Flaminius to the Field of Mars beyond, hazy with dust. The sound and the odour of the city rose on the warm air like a breath exhaled from the valley below. For all its danger and corruption, for all its meanness and squalor, Rome still pleases my eyes more than any other city on earth.

I made my way south again, following a narrow footpath that skirted the backyards of tenements, crossed alleys and wound through patches of green. Women called out to one another across the way; a child cried and his mother began to sing a lullaby; a man roared in a drunken, sleepy voice for everyone to be quiet. The city, languorous and good-natured from the warmth, seemed to swallow me up.

I passed through the Fontinal Gate and wandered aimlessly until I rounded a corner and saw looming ahead of me the charred mass of a burned-out tenement. Blackened windows opened onto blue sky above, and while I watched, a long section of one wall fell crashing to the ground, toppled by slaves pulling long ropes. The ground all about was blackened with ash and tumbled with heaps of ruined clothing and what remained of household goods – a cheap pot melted by the heat, the black skeleton of a loom, a long jagged bone that might have been human or canine. Beggars picked through the sorry remains.

Because of the unfamiliar angle by which I had approached, a long, puzzled moment passed before I realized this was the same tenement that Tiro and I had watched go up in flames only a few days before. Another blackened wall came crashing down, and through the vacant space, standing in the street with his arms crossed and issuing orders to his foremen, I saw Crassus himself.

The wealthiest man in Rome looked quite cheerful, smiling and chatting with those among his large retinue privileged to stand within his earshot. I stepped carefully around the periphery of the ruins and placed myself at the edge of the group. A rat-faced sycophant, unable to insinuate himself farther into the throng, was willing to settle for a conversation with a passing stranger.

‘Clever?’ he said, following my lead and turning up his rat’s nose. ‘Hardly the word for Marcus Crassus. A brilliant individual. No other man in Rome is so economically astute. Say what you like about Pompey being a brilliant general, or even Sulla. There are other kinds of generals in this world. Silver denarii are the troops of Marcus Crassus.’

‘And his battlefields?’

‘Look in front of you. What more carnage could you desire?’

‘And who won this battle?’

‘You have only to look at Marcus Crassus’s face to know that.’

‘And who lost?’

‘The poor beggars in the street, picking through what’s left of their belongings and wishing they still had a roof over their heads!’ The man laughed. ‘And the wretched owner of this wreck. Previous owner, I should say. Off on holiday when it happened. Not a very good strategist. So saddled with debts that they say he killed himself when he got word of the fire. Crassus had to deal with the grieving son, and certainly got the better of him. They say he gave up the property for less than the cost of a trip to Baiae. And you think that’s merely clever?’ The man narrowed his rat’s eyes and pursed his thin lips in an access of admiration.

‘But he’ll have to pay to have the tenement rebuilt,’ I suggested.

The man arched one eyebrow. ‘Not necessarily. Given the density of this neighbourhood, Crassus may leave the property undeveloped, at least for a while. That’s so he can raise the rents on the tenement next door, and keep them up. He bought that property at the same time, off a panic-stricken fool who gave it up for a song.’

‘You mean the building that barely escaped the flames? That one there, where people keep streaming out the door, assisted by those large men who look like brawlers from a street gang?’

‘Those are employees of Marcus Crassus, evicting tenants unwilling or unable to pay the new rents.’

We watched together as a thin old man in a tattered tunic stepped cautiously out of the building next door with a large sack balanced on his back. One of the evictors intentionally stuck out his foot and tripped the man, causing the sack to slip from his shoulders and break open when it hit the street. A woman came running from an already loaded wagon, screaming at the enforcers while she helped the old man to his feet. The innocent guard turned red-faced and looked away in chagrin, but the culprit only began to laugh, so raucously that heads all around us turned to watch, including that of Crassus.

My new acquaintance seized the occasion of being in the great man’s line of sight. ‘It’s nothing to bother you, Marcus Crassus,’ he shouted, ‘just an unruly ex-tenant blowing farts at one of your servants!’ He let out a ratty little laugh. Crassus’s eternal smile wavered a bit, and he stared at the man briefly with a perplexed expression, as if trying to remember who he might be. Then he turned away and resumed his business. The rat-faced man turned up his long nose in smug triumph. ‘There,’ he said, ‘did you notice the way he laughed at my little joke? Marcus Crassus always laughs at my jokes.’

I turned my back on him in disgust, walking away so quickly I hardly noticed where I was going. I bumped into a half-naked slave covered with soot who had a rope slung over his shoulder. The rope went slack and he pushed me aside, shouting at me to look out. A section of wall fell crashing at my feet, shattering like bits of hardened clay. Had I missed bumping into the slave I might have walked right under it and probably died in an instant. Instead a cloud of soot billowed harmlessly about my knees, darkening the hem of my tunic. Feeling eyes on my back, I glanced over my shoulder and saw Crassus, alone of all those around him, staring straight at me. He did not smile, but very soberly gave a superstitious nod of his head in acknowledgment of a stranger’s unaccountable good fortune. Then he turned away.

 

I walked on in the way that one walks when furious, or heart-broken, or lost in the inexplicability of existence – aimlessly, carelessly, with no more attention to my feet than a man pays to his heartbeat or breath. Yet it could hardly have been an accident that I found myself retracing exactly the route that Tiro and I had taken on the first day of my investigation. I found myself in the same square, watching as the same women drew water from the neighbourhood cistern and shooed away the same indolent children and dogs. I paused by the sundial and gave a start when the same citizen passed by me, the very man I had queried before about the way to the House of Swans, the quoter of plays and despiser of sundials. I raised my hand and opened my mouth, trying to think of some greeting. He looked up and stared at me strangely, then glowered as he leaned to one side, making it quite obvious that I was blocking his view of the sundial. He noted the time with a snort, glowered at me again and hurried on. It was not the same man at all, nor did he bear anything more than a passing resemblance.

I walked on, down the narrow winding street that led to the House of Swans, past blind walls mounted with sconces and the remnants of torches and scrawled with graffiti, political or obscene or sometimes both together. (P. CORNELIUS SCIPIO FOR QUAESTOR, A MAN YOU CAN TRUST, read one in an elegant hand, and next to it, hastily scrawled, P. CORNELIUS SCIPIO WOULD CHEAT A BLIND WHORE AND GIVE HER AN UGLY BABY.)

I passed the dead-end alley where Magnus and his two henchmen had lain in wait. I stepped around the dim bloodstain that marked the place where old Sextus Roscius had died. It was even duller than it had been on the day of my first visit, but not hard to locate, as the space all around it was markedly clean in contrast to the grimy cobblestones that filled the street. Someone had been out washing the very spot, scrubbing and scrubbing, trying to eliminate it once and for all. The job must have taken hours, and all for nothing – if anything, the spot was more conspicuous than before, and all the passing feet and soot-laden winds that had soiled it once would have to soil it again to make it disappear once more into the street. Who had worked here for hours on hands and knees (in the middle of the day? in the middle of the night?) with a scouring rag and a pail, desperately trying to wipe out the past? The shopkeeper’s wife? The widowed mother of the mute boy? I imagined Magnus himself doing it, and almost laughed at the idea of the glowering assassin down on his hands and knees like a scrub maid.

I stooped down, brought my face near to the ground and stared into the flat stones and the tiny flecks of blackened red trapped in every fissure and pit. This was the very stuff that had given life to Sextus Roscius, the same blood that flowed in the veins of his sons, the same blood that heated the body of young Roscia, standing warm and naked against a dark wall in my memory; the same blood that must have run down her thighs when her father broke her maidenhead; the same blood that would burst from his own flesh when and if a Roman court saw fit to have him publicly scourged and then sewn up alive in a sack full of wild beasts. I stared into the stain until it grew so vast and deep that I could see nothing else, but even then it gave no answers, revealed nothing about either the living or the dead.

I unbent myself, groaning as my legs and back reminded me of last night’s leap. I stepped forward just enough to peer into the gloomy shop. The old man sat behind the counter at the back, propping his head on his elbow, his eyes shut. The woman fussed about the sparsely stocked shelves and tables. The shop exhaled a dank, cool breath into the sunlit street, tinged with sweet rot and musk. I went into the tenement across the street. The downstairs watchman was nowhere in sight. His little partner at the top of the stairs was asleep with his drooling mouth wide open and a half-full cup of wine in his hand, tilted just enough so that he spilled a few drops with each snore.

Inside my tunic I fingered the hilt of the knife the boy had given me. I paused for a long moment, wondering what I could say to either of them. To the widow Polia that I knew the name of the men who had raped her? That one of them, Redbeard, was dead? To little Eco that he could take back his knife, because I had no intention of killing Magnus or Mallius Glaucia for him?

I walked down the long, dark hallway. Every board I stepped on creaked and groaned above the muffled voices from the cubicles. Who would huddle inside in the dark in the middle of such a day? The sick, the old, the infirm and crippled, the weak and starving, the lame. Ancients beyond any use, infants unable yet to walk. There was no reason that Polia and her son should be home at all, and yet my heart caught in my throat as I rapped on the door.

A young girl pulled the door wide open, giving me a view of the whole room. An ancient crone huddled amid blankets in one corner. A little boy knelt in the open window. He glanced over his shoulder at me, then went back to watching the street below. Except for its size and shape, everything about the room was different.

Two watery eyes looked out from the blankets. ‘Who is it, child?’

‘I don’t know, Grandmother.’ The little girl stared at me suspiciously.

‘What do they want?’

The little girl made an exasperated face. ‘My grandmother says, what do you want?’

‘Polia,’ I said.

‘Not here,’ said the boy in the window.

‘I must have the wrong room.’

‘No,’ said the little girl crossly. ‘Right room. But she’s gone.’

‘I mean the young widow and her son, the little mute boy.’

‘I know that,’ she said, looking at me as if I were an imbecile. ‘But Polia and Eco aren’t here any more. First she left, and then he left.’

‘Gone,’ added the old woman from the corner. ‘That’s how we finally got this room. Lived across the hall before, but this room is bigger. Big enough for all five of us – my son and his wife and the two little ones.’

‘I like it better like this, when Mommy and Daddy are out and it’s just us three,’ said the boy.

‘Shut up, Appius,’ snapped the girl. ‘One day Mommy and Daddy will go out and never come back, just like happened to Eco. They’ll disappear, like Polia. You’ll run them off because you’re always crying. We’ll see how you like that.’

The little boy started crying. The old woman clucked her tongue. ‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘Polia left without taking the boy?’

‘Abandoned him,’ said the old woman.

‘I don’t believe it.’

She shrugged. ‘Couldn’t pay the rent. The landlord gave her two days to get out. The next morning she was gone. Took everything she could carry and left the boy all alone to fend for himself. Next day the landlord showed up, took what little was left of their things, and threw the boy into the street. Eco hung around here for a few days. People felt sorry for him, gave him scraps to eat. But the doorkeepers finally ran him off. Are you a relative?’

‘No.’

‘Well, if Polia owed you money, you’d best forget it.’

‘We didn’t like them, anyway,’ said the little girl. ‘Eco was stupid. Couldn’t say a word, even when Appius would hold him down and sit on him and I’d tickle him till he turned blue. He’d just make a noise like a pig.’

‘Like a pig getting poked,’ said the little boy, suddenly laughing instead of crying. ‘That’s what Daddy said.’

The old woman scowled. ‘Shut up, both of you.’

 

Business was brisk at the House of Swans, especially for so near to midday. The proprietor attributed the traffic to a slight change in the weather. ‘The heat riles them all up, sets a man’s blood boiling – but too much heat can cause even a vigorous man to wilt. Now that the weather is at least tolerable again, they’re back in droves. All those pent-up fluids. You’re certain you have no interest in the Nubian? She’s new, you know. Ah!’ He gave a sigh of relief as a tall, well-dressed man entered the vestibule from the inner corridor. The sigh meant that Electra was no longer occupied and would be able to see me, which meant that the tall stranger must have been her previous client. He was a handsome man of middle age with touches of grey at the temples. He made only a faint, compressed smile of satisfaction as he nodded to our mutual host. I felt a stupid twinge of jealousy and told myself that the reason he smiled with his mouth shut was because his teeth were bad.

In a perfect house of this sort we should never have seen one another, being consecutive customers of the same whore, but the perfect house of this sort does not exist. Our host at least had the decorum to step between us, nodding first to the stranger as he passed and then spinning back around to me. His wide body made a formidable screen. ‘Just another moment,’ he said softly, ‘while the lady composes herself. Like a fine Falerian wine, one wouldn’t want to open the bottle too quickly. Haste might spoil the bouquet with bits of cork.’

‘Do you really imagine there’s anything of Electra’s cork left intact?’ said one of the girls from the corner of her mouth as she passed behind me. My host made no sign that he heard, but his eyes flashed and his fingers twitched. I could see he was accustomed to using his hands on his whores, but not in front of a paying customer.

He left me for a moment and then returned, smiling unctuously. ‘All ready,’ he said, and waved me into the corridor.

Electra was as striking as I had remembered, but there was a weariness about her eyes and mouth that cast a shadow on her beauty. She reclined on her couch with one knee raised and her elbow balanced atop it, her head thrown back on the pillows amid the great mass of her dark hair. At first she failed to recognize me, and I felt a pang of disappointment. Then her eyes brightened a bit and she reached up self-consciously as if to compose her hair. I flattered myself that for another man she would not have cared how she looked, and in the next instant I wondered if she pulled the same subtle trick on every man who came to use her.

‘You again,’ she said, still acting, using a low, sultry voice that she might have used with anyone. And then, as if she suddenly, finally remembered exactly why I had come before and what I had sought, she unmasked her voice and gave me a look of such naked vulnerability that I trembled. ‘This time you came alone?’

‘Yes.’

‘Without your bashful little slave?’ A trace of wickedness, easy and lilting rather than studied, came back into her voice.

‘Not only bashful, but naughty. Or so his master thinks. And too busy to come with me today.’

‘But I thought he belonged to you.’

‘He doesn’t.’

Her face was suddenly naked again. ‘Then you lied to me.’

‘Did I? Only about that.’

She raised her other knee and clasped them both against her breasts as if to hide herself from me. ‘Why did you come here today?’

‘To see you.’

She laughed and arched one eyebrow. ‘And do you like what you see?’ Her voice was sultry and false again. It seemed to change back and forth beyond her control, like the closing of a lizard’s inner eyelid. She stayed just as she was, but her pose seemed suddenly coy rather than shielded. When I had first met her she had seemed so strong and genuinely lusty, almost indestructible. Today she seemed weak and broken, fragile, old, dreamless. A part of me had been excited at the prospect of seeing her again, alone and at my leisure; but now her beauty only caused me a kind of pain.

She shivered and looked away. The slight motion caused the gown to part across her thigh. Against the pale, sleek flesh there was a slender stripe, red at the edges and purple at the centre, like the mark of a cane or a stiff leather thong. Someone had struck her there, so recently that the bruise was still forming. I remembered the vaguely smiling noble who had left with his nose in the air.

‘Did you find Elena?’ Electra’s voice had changed again. Now it was husky and thick, like smoke. She kept her face averted, but I could see it in the mirror.

‘No.’

‘But you found out who took her, and where.’

‘Yes.’

‘Is she all right? In Rome? And the child . . . ?’ She saw me watching her in the mirror.

‘The child died.’

‘Ah.’ She lowered her eyes.

‘At birth. It was a hard birth.’

‘I knew it would be. Only a child herself, such slender hips.’ Electra shook her head. A tendril of hair fell across her face. Her image, captured just so in the mirror, was suddenly too beautiful to look at.

‘Where was this?’ she said.

‘In a small town. A day or two from Rome.’

‘The town where Sextus Roscius came from – Ameria, is that the name?’

‘Yes, it was in Ameria.’

‘She dreamed of going there. Ah, I think she must have liked that, the fresh air, the animals, and trees.’

I thought of the tale Felix and Chrestus had told me, and felt almost sick. ‘Yes, quite a lovely little town.’

‘And now? Where is she now?’

‘Elena died. Not long after the birth. It was the birth that killed her.’

‘Ah, well. She chose it then. She wanted to have his child so badly.’ She turned her shoulder to me, making sure I couldn’t see her in the mirror. How long had it been since Electra had allowed a man to see her weep? After a moment she turned back and laid her head against the pillows. Her cheeks were dry, but her eyes glistened. Her voice was hard. ‘You might have lied to me. Did you consider that?’

‘Yes.’ Now it was I who lowered my eyes, not out of shame but because I was afraid she would see the whole truth.

‘You lied to me before. You lied about the slave boy being yours. So why not this time?’

‘Because you deserve the truth.’

‘Do I? Am I that awful? Why not mercy instead? You might have told me Elena was happy and alive, with a healthy baby at her breast. How would I have known it was a lie? Instead you told me the truth. What good is truth to me? Truth is like a punishment. Do I really deserve it? Does it give you pleasure?’ Tears streamed from her eyes.

‘Forgive me,’ I said. She turned away and said nothing.

I left the House of Swans, pushing past the grinning whores and tense-lipped, leering customers who lingered in the vestibule. The host veered by, smiling like a grotesque mask from a comedy. In the street I stopped to catch my breath. A moment later he came running after me, shouting and clenching his fists.

‘What did you do to her? Why is she crying like that? Crying and refusing to stop. She’s too old to cry and get away with it, even with her looks. Her eyes will puff up and she’ll be useless for the rest of the day. What sort of man are you, anyway? There’s something indecent about you, unnatural. Don’t bother to come back. Go to another place. Find another man’s girls to play your little games.’ He stormed back into the house.

A little way down the road, close enough to have heard everything, stood the cool noble who had left before me, surrounded by a pair of bodyguards and a small retinue; he must have been at least a minor magistrate. The whole company guffawed and grinned as I passed by. Their master gave me a thin, condescending smile, the kind of look a powerful man gives to an inferior to acknowledge that despite the gulf between them the gods have given them the same appetites.

I stopped and stared at him, long and hard enough that he finally stopped smiling. I imagined him broken-jawed, bent over, and bleeding, shocked by an avalanche of pain. One of the guards growled at me like a hound sniffing invisible threats. I clenched my fists inside my tunic, bit my tongue so hard it bled, stared straight ahead, and forced myself to keep walking.

 

I walked until I longed to stop walking, through crowded squares where I felt a total stranger, past taverns I could not stand to enter. The illusion of invisibility descended on me again, but with it there was no sense of strength or freedom, only emptiness. Rome became a city of endless squalor, shrieking babies, the stench of raw onions and rotted meat, the grime of unwashed paving stones. I watched a legless beggar drag himself across the street while a pack of children followed behind, pelting him with pebbles and taunting him with insults.

The sun descended. I felt a gnawing in the pit of my stomach, but I could not stand to eat. The air became thin and cool in the gathering twilight. I found myself before the entrance to the Baths of Pallacina, that favoured haunt of the late Sextus Roscius.

‘Busy day,’ said the young attendant as he took my clothing. ‘Hardly any business at all the past few days – too hot for it. No hurry this evening. We’ll be staying open late to make up for the loss.’ He returned with a drying cloth. I took it from him and said something to distract him while I draped the towel over my left arm, making sure it concealed my knife. Even naked I had no intention of going unarmed. I stepped into the caldarium, and he shut the door behind me.

The fading sunset cast a strange orange glow through the high window. An attendant with a burning taper lit a single lamp recessed in one wall, then was called away before he could light the others. The room was so dim and the steam on the water so thick that the score or so of men who lounged about the pool were as indistinct as shadows, like statues seen through a dull orange mist. I lowered myself into the water slowly, bit by bit, hardly able to tolerate the heat, until the swirling water lapped at my throat. Around me men groaned as if they were in pain or ecstasy. I groaned with them, merging into the obscurity of the warmth and vapour. The glow from the window failed by imperceptible degrees. The attendant never returned to ignite the lamps, but no one complained or shouted for light. The darkness and the heat were like lovers whom no one dared to separate.

The lamp sputtered. The flame leaped up and then grew small, leaving the room even darker than before. Water lapped quietly against tile, men breathed in sighs and soft groans. I looked about and saw nothing but vapour, featureless and infinite except for the single point of light cast by the lamp, like the glow of a lighthouse on a faraway hilltop. Shapes bobbed in the distance like floating islands or monsters of the deep prowling the surface.

I sank deeper in the water, until I could feel the breath from my nostrils swirl against the surface. I narrowed my eyes, stared across the gulf of mist at the flickering flame, and for a while I seemed almost to dream without shutting my eyes. I thought of no one and nothing. I was a dreaming man, a floating, moss-covered island in a humid sea, a boy playing at fantasy, a child in the womb.

Against the background of mist, one of the shapes drew nearer – a head floating on the water. It approached, and stopped; approached and stopped again, each time accompanied by the almost imperceptible sound of flesh parting water, followed by the advancing caress of tiny waves against my cheeks.

He drew so near that I could almost make out his face, outlined by long, dark hair. He rose a bit, just enough so that I glimpsed broad shoulders and a strong neck. He seemed to be smiling, but in that light I might have imagined anything.

Then he slowly sank beneath the water with a soft fuming of bubbles and a swirl of mist – Atlantis sinking into the sea. The surface of the pool closed over him and the water merged into the mist, undisturbed. He had vanished.

I felt something brush against the calf of my leg, like an eel slithering through the water.

My heart began to pound. My chest grew tight. I had wandered the city for hours, so blindly that the clumsiest assassin could have followed me and I never would have known it. I turned and reached for the towel on the edge of the pool, and the knife concealed beneath it. Just as my hand closed on the hilt, the water boiled and splashed behind me. He touched my shoulder.

I whirled about in the water, splashing, slipping against the floor of the pool. I reached out blindly and seized him by the hair, then brought the blade to his throat.

He cursed aloud. Behind me I heard the curious murmur of the crowd, like a blind beast stirred from its sleep.

‘Hands!’ I shouted. ‘Out of the water!’ The surrounding murmur turned to a commotion. On either side of me two hands leaped out of the water like snapping fish, empty and blameless. I pulled my blade away from his throat. I must have cut him; a thin dark line marked the indent of the blade, and beneath it was a smeared trickle of blood. I was finally close enough to see his face – not Magnus at all, just a harmless young man with startled eyes and gritted teeth.

Before the chief attendant could come, before the lamps could be lit, exposing me for all to see as the fool I was, I let him go and pulled myself from the water. I dried myself as I hurried towards the door, taking care to conceal the knife before I stepped into the light and demanded my clothes. Cicero was right. I was unsettled and dangerous and unfit to be on the streets.
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It was Tiro who answered the door. He looked exhausted but exultant, so thoroughly pleased with himself and with existence in general that I could see it took him an effort to put on a disapproving face. In the background the voice of Cicero droned on, stopping and starting, an ambient noise like the sound of crickets on a summer night.

‘Cicero is furious with you,’ Tiro whispered. ‘Where have you been all day?’

‘Looking for bodies amid charred rubble,’ I said. ‘Chatting with friends of the great. Visiting ghosts and old acquaintances. Lying with whores; excuse me, lying to whores. Brandishing knives at amorous strangers . . .’

Tiro made a face. ‘I don’t have the least idea what you’re talking about.’

‘No? I thought Cicero had taught you everything there is to know about words. And yet you can’t follow me.’

‘Are you drunk?’

‘No, but you are. Yes, look at you – as giddy as a boy after his first cup of wine. Drunk on your master’s rhetoric, I can tell. You’ve been going at it for eight hours straight, probably on an empty stomach. It’s a wonder you could find your way to answer the door.’

‘You’re not making sense.’

‘I’m making perfect sense. But you’re so intoxicated with gibberish that a little common sense must seem as insipid to you as spring water to a hardened drunkard. Listen to him – like a knife against slate, if you ask me. Yet you act as if it were a siren’s song.’

I had at last managed to eradicate the cheerfulness from Tiro’s face and replace it with a frown of consternation. At that moment Rufus looked tentatively around the corner and then strode into the vestibule, flushed and smiling and batting his heavy-lidded eyes. He looked utterly exhausted, which at his age only served to make him look more charming, especially as he could not stop smiling.

‘We’ve finished the second draft,’ he announced. The constant droning from Cicero’s study had abruptly stopped. On Rufus’s face was the transported look of a child who might have seen a centaur in the woods and could not possibly hope to describe it. ‘Brilliant,’ he finally said. ‘Of course, what do I know of rhetoric? Only what I’ve learned from teachers like Diodotus and Molo, and what I’ve heard with my own ears, sitting in on the Senate and the courts since I was a child. But I swear to you, he’ll bring tears to your eyes when you hear him at the trial. Men will come to their feet with clenched fists, demanding that Sextus Roscius be set free. There’s no final version, of course; we have to contend with all sorts of possibilities, depending on whatever tricks Erucius comes up with. But Cicero’s done what he can to foresee every contingency, and the core of his final argument is there, finished and perfect and ready, like pillars awaiting the dome of a temple. It’s brilliant, there’s no other word for it. I feel so humble simply to have been a witness to it.’

‘You don’t think it’s too dangerous?’ Tiro said in a low voice, stepping from behind me and drawing closer to Rufus, whispering so as to hide his doubts from Cicero in his study.

‘In an unjust state, any act of decency is by its nature dangerous,’ said Rufus. ‘And also brave. A brave man will not fail to put himself into danger, if he has just cause.’

‘Still, aren’t you worried about what might happen after the trial? Such harsh words for Chrysogonus, and Sulla himself isn’t spared.’

‘Is there room in a Roman court for the truth, or not?’ said Rufus. ‘That’s the question. Have we reached such a state that truth is a crime? Cicero is staking his future on the essential fairness and honesty of good Roman citizens. What else can a man of his integrity do?’

‘Of course,’ said Tiro soberly, nodding. ‘It’s his nature to challenge hypocrisy and injustice, to act out of his own principles. Given his nature, what choice does he have?’

I stood by, forgotten and alone. While they conferred and debated, I quietly slipped away and joined Bethesda between the warm sheets of my bed. She purred like a half-asleep cat, then wrinkled her nose with a growl of suspicion when she smelled Electra’s perfume on my flesh. I was too weary to explain or even to tease her. I did not hold her but instead turned my back to her and let her hold me, and so, just as the sound of Cicero’s droning abruptly resumed from the atrium, I slipped into a restless sleep.

 

One might have thought the house had been deserted, or that someone was gravely ill, so supreme did quiet reign over Cicero’s household the next morning. The strain and bustle of the previous day were replaced by a steady calm that had the appearance of lethargy. The slaves did not scurry back and forth but took their time, speaking always in hushed voices. Even the constant droning of Cicero’s voice had stopped; not a sound came from his study. I ate a bowl of olives and bread that Bethesda brought me and passed the morning as I had the day before, resting and reading in the courtyard near the back of Cicero’s house with Bethesda nearby.

The reproof I expected from Cicero never came. Instead he ignored me, though not in any pointed manner. I simply seemed to have slipped from his consciousness. I did notice, however, that the guard on the roof whom I had eluded the day before had changed his routine to include an occasional circuit of the colonnade surrounding the courtyard. From his sullen glances I could tell that he, at least, had not escaped Cicero’s wrath.

At some point Tiro appeared. He asked if I was comfortable. I told him I had been reading Cato all morning, but except for that I had no complaints. ‘And your master?’ I said. ‘I haven’t heard a sound from him all day. Not a single epigram, not even the tiniest allusion, not one specimen of alliteration. Not even a metaphor. He’s not ill, is he?’

Tiro bowed his head slightly and spoke with the hushed voice of one admitted to the inner circle of a great enterprise. His transgressions with Roscia forgiven (or at least momentarily forgotten), he had fallen more than ever under his master’s spell. Now the climax approached, and his faith in Cicero had become almost mystical. ‘Cicero is fasting and resting his voice today,’ Tiro said, with all the gravity of a priest explaining the omens to be seen in a flying flock of geese. ‘All his practising these past few days has worn his throat until he’s hoarse. So today no solid foods, only liquids to soothe his throat and moisten his tongue. I’ve been recopying a fresh draft of his oration, while Rufus sorts through each of the legal references to make sure nothing has been overlooked or wrongly attributed. Meanwhile, the house is to be as still and quiet as possible. Cicero must have a day of rest and calm before the trial.’

‘Or else – what?’ I said. ‘A crippling attack of gas before the Rostra?’ Bethesda snickered. Tiro coloured, but quickly recovered. He was far too proud of Cicero to allow a mere insult to fluster him. His manner became haughty. ‘I only bring it up so that you’ll understand when I ask you to be as quiet as possible and to cause no disturbances.’

‘Like the one I caused yesterday by escaping over the roof?’

‘Exactly.’ He held himself erect for a final haughty moment, then let his shoulders slump. ‘Oh, Gordianus, why can’t you simply do as he asks? I don’t understand why you’ve become so . . . so unreasonable. If you only knew. Cicero understands things that we only guess at. You’ll see what I mean tomorrow, at the trial. I only wish you trusted him as you should.’

He turned, and as he left he took a deep breath and shivered, the way dogs shiver to dry themselves, as if I had left a residue of ill will and disbelief on him and he did not wish to reenter his master’s presence stained by my pollution.

‘I don’t understand you, either,’ said Bethesda softly, looking up from her sewing. ‘Why do you taunt the boy? It’s obvious that he admires you. Why do you make him choose between his master and you? You know that’s unfair.’

It was a rare thing for Bethesda to chide me in such open terms. Was my behaviour so blatantly inappropriate that even my slave felt free to criticize it? I had nothing to say in my defence. Bethesda saw that she had pricked me and made a further sally.

‘If you have a quarrel with Cicero, it makes no sense to punish his slave for it. Why not go to Cicero directly? But I must confess, I don’t understand your attitude any better than the boy. Cicero has been only fair and reasonable at every turn, at least so far as I can see; no, more than fair. Not like the other men you work for. He’s taken you into his household for your own protection, along with your slave – imagine that! He’s fed you, opened his library to you, even posted a guard to look after you from the roof. Try to imagine your good client Hortensius’s doing that! I wonder what the inside of Hortensius’s house looks like, and how many slaves he owns? But I suppose I shall never know.’

Bethesda put down her handiwork. She shielded her eyes from the sun and looked about the courtyard, noting the decorations and flourishes as if they had been installed especially for her approval. I didn’t bother to reprimand her for speaking out of hand. What did the opinions of a slave matter, after all – except that, as always, she had spoken the very doubts and questions that were spinning in my own head.
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The Ides of May dawned with a pale blue light. I woke in slow stages, dislocated from my dreams and disoriented in a strange house – neither my house on the Esquiline nor any of the houses I had passed through in a lifetime of restless travel. Hushed, hurried voices penetrated the room from every quarter. Why should any house be so busy so very early in the morning? I kept thinking that someone must have died during the night, but in that case I would have been awakened by sobbing and lamentations.

Bethesda was pressed against my back with one arm slipped beneath my own, hugging my chest. I felt the soft, full cushion of her breasts against my back, pressing gently against me with each breath. Her exhalation was warm and sweet against the back of my ear. I began to wake and resisted it, in the way that men cling to even a troubled sleep when a dull despair hangs over them. I felt content with my own unhappy dreams and altogether apathetic about whatever hushed crisis was brewing in the strange house around me. I shut my eyes and turned the dawn back into darkest night.

I opened my eyes again. Bethesda, fully dressed, was standing over me and shaking my shoulder. The room was filled with yellow light.

‘What’s the matter with you?’ she was saying. I sat up at once and shook my head. ‘Are you sick? No? Then I think you’d better hurry. All the others have already gone.’ She filled a cup with cool water and handed it to me. ‘I had thought they must have forgotten you entirely, until Tiro came running back and asked me where you were. When I told him I’d tried to wake you twice already and you were still in bed, he just threw up his hands and went running after his master.’

‘How long ago was this?’

She shrugged. ‘Only a little while. But you won’t be able to catch them, not if you take time to wash yourself and eat something. Tiro said not to worry, he’d save you a place beside him at the Rostra.’ She took the empty cup from me and smiled. ‘I had a look at the woman.’

‘What woman?’ The image of Electra flashed in my mind; it seemed I had dreamed about her, though I couldn’t quite remember. ‘And surely I have a clean tunic?’

She pointed to a chair in the corner where my best clothes had been laid out. One of Cicero’s slaves must have fetched them from my house. The tunic was spotless. A rent corner in the hem of my toga had been newly restitched. Even my shoes had been freshly scrubbed and polished with oil.

‘The woman,’ Bethesda said again. ‘The one they call Caecilia.’

‘Caecilia Metella was here? This morning?’

‘She arrived just after dawn in a very grand litter. There was such a commotion among the slaves that the noise got me out of bed. She’s let you inside her house twice, hasn’t she? It must be very grand.’

‘It is. She came alone? I mean, with only her retinue?’

‘No, the man came as well; Sextus Roscius. Flanked by six guards with their swords drawn.’ She paused and looked remote, as if trying to recall important details. ‘One of the guards was extremely handsome.’

I sat on the bed to fasten the leather straps of my shoes. ‘I don’t suppose you noticed Roscius himself?’

‘I did.’

‘And how did he look?’

‘Very pale. Of course, the light was weak.’

‘Not so weak that you couldn’t see the guard well enough.’

‘I could have seen the guard well enough in the dark.’

‘I’m sure you could have. Now help me arrange my toga.’

 

The Forum had the unsettled feeling of a half-holiday. Since it was the Ides, both the people’s Comitia and the Curia of the Senate were closed. But a number of moneylenders and bankers had their offices open, and while the outlying pathways were empty, as I drew towards the centre of the Forum the streets became increasingly congested. Men of all classes, alone or in groups, were making their way towards the Rostra with an air of sombre excitement. The crowd that thronged the open square around the Rostra itself was so thick that I had to elbow my way through. There is nothing that thrills a Roman like a trial, especially when it promises to end in someone’s ruin.

In the midst of the crowd I passed a sumptuous litter with its curtains drawn shut. As I stepped alongside, a hand shot through the hangings and gripped my forearm. I glanced down, amazed that so withered a limb could command such strength. The hand released me and withdrew, leaving behind the clear indentations of five sharp fingernails. The curtains parted and the same hand beckoned me to stick my head inside.

Caecilia Metella, reclined upon a bed of plush cushions, was wearing a loose purple gown and a necklace of pearls. Her high, coiled hair was held in place by a silver needle decorated at the head with a cluster of lapis. At her right shoulder, sitting cross-legged, was the eunuch Ahausarus.

‘What do you think, young man?’ she asked in a hoarse whisper. ‘How will it go?’

‘For whom? Cicero? Sulla? The assassins?’

She furrowed her brow and frowned. ‘Don’t be facetious. For young Sextus Roscius, of course.’

‘Hard to say. Only augurs and oracles can read the future.’

‘But with all Cicero’s hard work, and with Rufus to help him, surely Roscius will receive the verdict he deserves.’

‘How can I answer, when I don’t know what that verdict should be?’

She looked at me darkly and touched her long, henna-stained nails to her lips. ‘What are you saying? After all you’ve learned of the truth, you can’t believe he’s guilty. Can you?’ Her voice trembled.

‘Like every good citizen,’ I said, ‘I put my faith in Roman justice.’ I pulled back my head and let the curtain drop.

Somewhere near the centre of the crowd I heard a voice call my name. At that particular moment it seemed very unlikely that anyone who knew me could wish me well; I pressed on, but a group of broad-shouldered labourers blocked my way. A hand gripped my shoulder. I took a deep breath and turned slowly around.

At first I didn’t recognize him, having seen him only on his farm, weary from the day’s work with dirt on his tunic, or else relaxed and full of wine. Titus Megarus of Ameria looked altogether different, wearing a fine toga, with his hair carefully oiled and combed. His son Lucius, not yet old enough for a toga, was dressed in modest long sleeves. His expression was one of rapturous excitement.

‘Gordianus, what a piece of luck that I should find you in this crowd! You don’t know how good it is for a country farmer to see a familiar face in the city—’

‘It’s fantastic!’ Lucius interrupted. ‘What a place – I could never have imagined it. So big, so beautiful. And all the people. Which part of the city do you live in? It must be wonderful to live in such a place, where so much is always happening.’

‘You’ll forgive his manners, I hope.’ Titus fondly brushed an unruly forelock from his son’s brow. ‘At his age I’d never been to Rome either. Of course I’ve only been here three times in my life – no, four, but once it was only for a day. See over there, Lucius, just as I told you, the Rostra itself – that giant pedestal decorated with the prows of Carthaginian ships taken in battle. The speaker mounts it from stairs around the back, then addresses the audience from the platform on top, where everyone in the square can see him. I once heard the tribune Sulpicius himself speak from the Rostra, in the days before the civil wars.’

I stared at him blankly. On his farm in Ameria I had been struck by his graciousness and charm, by his air of wholesome refinement. Here in the Forum he was as out of his element as a fish out of water, pointing and yammering like any country bumpkin.

‘How long have you been in the city?’ I finally said.

‘Only since last night. We rode from Ameria in two days.’

‘Two very long and hard days.’ Lucius laughed, pretending to massage his bottom.

‘Then you haven’t yet seen Cicero?’

Titus lowered his eyes. ‘No, I’m afraid not. But I did manage to find the stables in the Subura and return Vespa to her owner.’

‘But I thought you were going to arrive yesterday. You were going to come to Cicero’s house, to let him interview you, to see if he could use you as a witness.’

‘Yes, well . . .’

‘It’s too late now.’

‘Yes, I suppose so.’ Titus shrugged and looked away.

‘I see.’ I stepped back. Titus Megarus would not look me in the eye. ‘But you decided to come to the trial anyway. Just to observe.’

His mouth tightened. ‘Sextus Roscius is – was – my neighbour. I have more reason to be here than most of these people.’

‘And more reason to help him.’

Titus lowered his voice. ‘I’ve helped him already – the petition to Sulla, talking to you. But to speak out publicly, here in Rome – I’m a father, don’t you understand? I have a family to consider.’

‘And if they find him guilty and execute him, I suppose you’ll stay for that as well.’

‘I’ve never seen a monkey,’ said Lucius happily. ‘Do you suppose they’ll really sew him up in a bag—’

‘Yes,’ I said to Titus, ‘be sure to bring the boy to see it. A sight I’m sure he’ll never forget.’

Titus gave me a pained, imploring look. Lucius meanwhile was gazing at something beyond my shoulder, oblivious to everything but the excitement of the trial and the glories of the Forum. I turned quickly and slipped into the crowd. Behind me I heard Lucius cry out in his clear, boyish voice, ‘Father, call him back – how will we ever find him again?’ But Titus Megarus did not call my name.

The crowd suddenly compressed as an unseen dignitary arrived, preceded by a retinue of gladiators who cleared a path straight to the judges’ tiers beyond the Rostra. I found myself trapped in an eddy of bodies, pushed back until my shoulders struck something as solid and unyielding as a wall – the pedestal of a statue that rose like an island from the sea of bodies.

I looked upwards over my shoulder, into the flaring nostrils of a gilded war horse. Seated on the back of the beast was the dictator himself, dressed as a general but with his head uncovered so that nothing obscured his jubilant face. The glittering, smiling warrior atop his steed was considerably younger than the man I had seen in the house of Chrysogonus, but the sculptor had done a credible job in capturing the strong jaw of the original, along with the imperturbable, terrible self-confidence of his eyes. Those eyes gazed out not over the Forum or down onto the crowd or into the judges’ tiers, but directly at the speaker’s stand atop the Rostra, putting whoever might dare to mount it eye to eye with the state’s supreme protector. I stepped back and looked at the pedestal’s inscription, which read simply: L. CORNELIUS SULLA, DICTATOR, EVER FORTUNATE.

A hand gripped my arm. I turned and saw Tiro leaning on his crutch. ‘Good,’ he said, ‘you came after all. I was afraid – well, no matter. I saw you from across the way. Here, follow me.’ He hobbled through the crowd, pulling me after him. An armed guard nodded at Tiro and let us pass beyond a cordon. We crossed an open space to the very foot of the Rostra itself. The copper-plated beak of an ancient warship loomed over our heads, fashioned in the shape of a nightmarish beast with a horned skull. The thing stared down at us, looking almost alive. Carthage had never lacked for nightmares; when we killed her, she passed them on to Rome.

The space before the Rostra was a small, open square. On one side stood the crowd of spectators from which the statue of Sulla rose like an island; they stood and peered over one another’s shoulders, confined behind the cordon maintained by officers of the court. On the other side were rows of benches for friends of the litigants and for spectators too esteemed to stand. At the corner of the square, between the spectators and the Rostra, were the respective benches of the advocates for the prosecution and defence. Directly before the Rostra, in chairs set on a series of low tiers, sat the seventy-five judges chosen from the Senate.

I scanned the faces of the judges. Some dozed, some read. Some ate. Some argued among themselves. Some fidgeted nervously in their seats, clearly unhappy with the duty that had fallen on them. Others seemed to be conducting their regular business, dictating to slaves and ordering clerks about. All wore the senatorial toga that set them apart from the rabble that milled beyond the cordon. Once upon a time, courts were made up of senators and common citizens together. Sulla put an end to that.

I glanced at the accuser’s bench where Magnus sat with his arms crossed, scowling and glaring at me with baleful eyes. Beside him, the prosecutor Gaius Erucius and his assistants were leafing through documents. Erucius was notorious for mounting vicious prosecutions, sometimes for hire and sometimes out of spite; he was equally notorious for winning. I had worked for him myself, but only when I was very hungry. He paid well. No doubt he had been promised a very handsome fee to obtain the death of Sextus Roscius.

Erucius glanced up as I passed, gave me a contemptuous snort of recognition, then turned about to wag his finger at a messenger who was awaiting instructions. Erucius had aged considerably since I had last seen him, and the changes were not for the better. The rolls of fat around his neck had become thicker and his eyebrows needed plucking. Because of the plumpness of his purple lips he seemed always to pout, and his eyes had a narrow, calculating appearance. He was the very image of the conniving advocate. Many in the courts despised him. The mob adored him. His blatant corruption, together with his suave voice and unctuous mannerisms, exerted a reptilian fascination over the mob against which homespun honesty and simple Roman virtue could not possibly compete. Given a strong case, he would skilfully whip up the mob’s craving to see a guilty man punished. Given a weak case, he was a master at sowing corrosive doubts and suspicions. Given a case with political ramifications, he could be relied upon to remind the judges, subtly but surely, exactly where their own self-interest lay.

Hortensius would have been a match for him. But Cicero? Erucius was clearly not impressed with his competition. He yelled out loud for one of his slaves; he turned to exchange some joke with Magnus (they both laughed); he stretched and strolled about with his hands on his hips, not even bothering to glance at the bench of the accused. There Sextus Roscius sat hunched over with two guards at his back – the same two who had been posted at Caecilia’s portal. He looked like a man already condemned – pale, silent, as inanimate as stone. Next to him, even Cicero looked robust as he stood and clutched my arm in greeting.

‘Good, good! Tiro said he had spotted you in the crowd. I was afraid you’d be late, or stay away altogether.’ He leaned towards me, smiling, still holding my arm, and spoke in a confidential voice as if I were his closest friend. Such intimacy after his coldness of late unnerved me. ‘Look at the judges up there in the tiers, Gordianus. Half of them are bored to death; the other half are scared to death. To which half should I pitch my arguments?’ He laughed – not in a forced way, but with genuine good humour. The ill-tempered Cicero who had fretted and snapped ever since my return from Ameria seemed to have vanished with the Ides.

Tiro sat on Cicero’s right, next to Sextus Roscius, and carefully laid his crutch out of sight. Rufus sat on Cicero’s left, along with the nobles who had been helping him in the Forum. I recognized Marcus Metellus, another of Caecilia’s young relations, along with the esteemed nonentity and once-magistrate Publius Scipio.

‘Of course you can’t be seated with us at the bench,’ Cicero said, ‘but I want you nearby. Who knows? A name or a date might slip my mind at the last moment. Tiro posted a slave to warm a place for you.’ He gestured to the gallery, where I recognized numerous senators and magistrates, among them the orator Hortensius and various Messalli and Metelli. I also recognized old Capito, looking wizened and small next to the giant Mallius Glaucia, who wore a bandage on his head. Chrysogonus was nowhere to be seen. Sulla was present only by virtue of his gilded statue.

At Cicero’s gesture a slave rose from one of the benches. While I walked towards the gallery to take his place, Mallius Glaucia elbowed Capito and whispered in his ear. Both turned their heads and stared as I took my seat two rows behind them. Glaucia furrowed his brows and curled his upper lip in a snarl, looking remarkably like a wild beast in the midst of so many sedate and well-groomed Romans.

The Forum was bathed in long morning shadows. Just as the sun rose over the Basilica Fulvia, the praetor Marcus Fannius, chairman of the court, mounted the Rostra and cleared his throat. With due gravity he convened the court, invoked the gods, and read the charges.

I settled into that mental stupor that inevitably overtakes any reasonable man in a court of law, awash in an ocean of briny rhetoric pounding against weathered crags of metaphor. While Fannius droned on, I studied their faces – Magnus slowly burning like an ember, Erucius pompous and bored, Tiro struggling to suppress his eagerness, Rufus looking like a child amid so many grey jurists. Cicero, meanwhile, remained serenely and unaccountably calm, while Sextus Roscius himself nervously surveyed the crowd like a cornered, wounded animal too blood-spent to put up a fight.

Fannius finished at last and took his seat among the judges. Gaius Erucius rose from the accuser’s bench and made a laborious show of carrying his portly fame up the steps to the Rostra. He blew through his cheeks and took a deep breath. The judges put aside their paperwork and conversations. The crowd grew quiet.

‘Esteemed Judges, selected members of the Senate, I come here today with a most unpleasant task. For how can it ever be pleasant to accuse a man of murder? Yet this is one of the necessary duties that falls from time to time onto the shoulders of those who pursue the fulfilment of the law.’

Erucius cast his eyes downward to assume a countenance of abject sorrow. ‘But, esteemed Judges, my task is not merely to bring a murderer to justice, but to see that a far older, far deeper principle than the laws of mortal men is upheld in this court today. For the crime of which Sextus Roscius is guilty is not simply murder – and that is surely horrifying enough – but parricide.’

Abject sorrow became abject horror. Erucius furrowed the plump wrinkles of his face and stamped his foot. ‘Parricide!’ he cried, so shrilly that even at the far edges of the crowd men gave a start. I imagined Caecilia Metella quivering in her litter and covering her ears.

‘Imagine it, if you will – no, do not back away from the hideousness of this crime, but look straight into the jaws of the ravening beast. We are men, we are Romans, and we must not let our natural revulsion rob us of the strength to face even the foulest crime. We must swallow our gorge and see that justice is done.

‘Look at that man who sits at the bench of the accused, with armed guards at his back. That man is a murderer. That man is a parricide! I call him “that man” because it pains me to speak his name: Sextus Roscius. It pains me because it was the same name that his father bore before him, the father that man put into his grave – a once-honourable name that now drips with blood, like the bloody tunic that was found on the old man’s body, shredded to rags by his assassins’ blades. That man has turned the fine name his father gave him into a curse!

‘What can I tell you about . . . Sextus Roscius?’ Erucius infused the name with all the considerable loathing his voice and countenance could muster. ‘In Ameria, the town he comes from, they will tell you he is far from a pious man. Go to Ameria, as I have done, and ask the townsfolk when they last saw Sextus Roscius at a religious festival. They will hardly know of whom you speak. But then remind them of Sextus Roscius, the man accused of killing his own father, and they will give you a knowing look and a sigh and avert their eyes for fear of the gods’ wrath.

‘They will tell you that Sextus Roscius is in many ways a mystery – a solitary man, unsociable, irreligious, boorish, and curt in his few dealings with others. In the community of Ameria he is well known – or should I say notorious? – for one thing and one thing only: his lifelong feud with his father.

‘A good man does not argue with his father. A good man honours and obeys his father, not only because it is the law, but because it is the will of heaven. When a bad man ignores that mandate and openly feuds with the man who gave him life, then he steps onto a path that leads to all manner of unspeakable crime – yes, even to the crime that we have assembled here to punish.

‘What caused this feud between father and son? We do not really know, though the man who sits beside me at the accuser’s bench, Titus Roscius Magnus, can attest to having seen many sordid examples of this feud at first hand; as can another witness I may call, after the defence has its say, the venerable Capito. Magnus and Capito are each cousins of the victim, and of that man as well. They are respected citizens of Ameria. They watched for years with dread and disgust as Sextus Roscius disobeyed his father and cursed him behind his back. They watched in dismay as the old man, to protect his own dignity, turned his back on the abomination that had sprung to manhood from his own seed.

‘Turned his back, I say. Yes, Sextus Roscius pater turned his back on Sextus Roscius filius, no doubt to his ultimate regret – for a prudent man does not turn his back on a viper, nor on a man with the soul of an assassin, even his own son, not unless he wishes to receive a knife in the back!’

Erucius pounded his fist against the balcony of the Rostra and stared wide-eyed above the heads of the crowd, held the pose for a moment and then drew back to catch his breath. The square was strangely hushed after the thunder of his voice. He had by this point worked himself into a fine sweat. He clutched at the hem of his toga and dabbed it against his streaming jowls. He raised his eyes and looked to heaven, as if seeking relief from the gruelling ordeal of seeking justice. In a plaintive voice, pitched just loud enough for all to hear, he muttered, ‘Jupiter, give me strength!’ I saw Cicero cross his arms and roll his eyes. Meanwhile Erucius pulled himself together, stepped forward to the Rostra with bowed head and began again.

‘That man – why bother to say his befouled name when he dares to show his face in public, where any decent man may see it and recoil in horror? – that man was not the only offspring of his father. There was a second son. His name was Gaius. How his father loved him, and why not? From all accounts he was the exemplar of what every young Roman should be: pious towards the gods, obedient to his father, aspiring to every virtue, a young man in all ways agreeable, charming, and refined. How strange that a man could have two sons so different from each other! Ah, but then the sons had different mothers. Perhaps it was not the seed that was polluted, then, but the grounds in which it was planted. Consider: two seeds from the same grape are planted in different soil. One vine grows strong and lovely, bearing sweet fruit that yields a heady wine. The other is stunted and strange from the first, gnarled and pricked with thorns; its fruit is bitter and its wine is poison. I name the first vine Gaius, and the other Sextus!’

Erucius mopped his face, shuddered in revulsion, and went on. ‘Sextus Roscius pater loved one son and not the other. Gaius he kept close to him always, proudly displaying him to the finest society, showering him in public with kindness and affection. Sextus filius, on the other hand, he kept as far from him as he could, relegating him to the family’s farms in Ameria, keeping him from view as if he were a thing of shame not to be shown among decent folk. So deep did this division of affections run that Roscius pater thought long and hard about disinheriting his namesake completely and naming Gaius his sole heir, even though Gaius was the younger of his sons.

‘Unfair, you may say. It is better when a man treats all his sons with equal respect. When he goes about choosing favourites he asks for nothing but trouble in his own generation and the next. True, but in this case I think we must trust the judgment of the elder Sextus Roscius. Why did he despise his firstborn so much? I think it must be that he, better than any other man, could see what wickedness lurked in the breast of young Sextus Roscius, and he recoiled from it. Perhaps he even had a presentiment of the violence that his son might one day wreak on him, and that was why he kept him at such a distance. Alas, the precaution was not enough!

‘The tale of the Roscii ends in manifold tragedy – a series of tragedies that cannot be set right, but only avenged, and only by you, esteemed Judges. First, the untimely death of Gaius Roscius. With him vanished all his father’s hopes for the future. Consider: is it not the greatest joy of existence to give life to a son, and to see in him an image of yourself? To rear and educate him so that you are renewed as he grows? I know, I speak as a father myself. And will it not be a blessing on departing this life to leave behind, as your successor and heir, a being sprung from yourself? To leave him not only your estate, but your accumulated wisdom, and the very flame of life passed from parent to child to pass on to his sons, so that when your mortal body fades away, you will live on in your descendents?

‘With the death of Gaius, this hope for a kind of immortality died in his father, Sextus Roscius. But he had another son still living, you may protest. True, but in that son he saw not his own reflection, true and straight as one sees it in a pool of clear water. Instead he saw an image of himself like that reflected from a crushed silver plate, distorted, twisted, and taunting. Even after the death of Gaius, Roscius pater still considered disinheriting his only surviving son. Certainly there were plenty of other, more worthy cousin candidates to be his heir within the family, not least his cousin Magnus – that same Magnus who sits beside me at the accuser’s bench, who loved his cousin enough to see that his murder does not go unpunished.

‘Young Sextus Roscius fiendishly plotted the death of his father. The exact details we do not know and cannot know. Only that man could tell us, if he dares to confess. What we know are the naked facts. On a night in September, leaving the home of his patroness, the much-esteemed Caecilia Metella, Sextus Roscius pater was accosted in the vicinity of the Baths of Pallacina and stabbed to death. By Sextus Roscius filius himself? Of course not! Think back to the turmoil of last year, esteemed Judges of the court. I need not dwell on the causes, for this is not a political court, but I must remind you of the violence that surged through the streets of this city. How very easy it must have been for a schemer like young Sextus Roscius to find the cut-throats to do his dirty work. And how clever, to try to stage the execution at a time of turmoil, hoping that his father’s murder would be overlooked in the midst of so much upheaval.

‘Thank the gods for a man like Magnus, who keeps his eyes and ears open and is not afraid to step forward and accuse the guilty! That very night his trusted freedman, Mallius Glaucia, came to him here in Rome with news of his dear cousin’s murder. Magnus immediately dispatched Glaucia to carry the news to his good cousin Capito back home in Ameria.

‘And now irony, bitter and yet strangely just, enters the tale alongside tragedy. For by a peculiar twist of fortune that man was not to inherit the fortune he had committed parricide to obtain. Now as I said before, this is not a political court, nor is this a political trial. We are not concerned here with the drastic measures forced upon the state in the recent years of upheaval and uncertainty. And so I will not try to explain the curious process by which it came about that Sextus Roscius pater, to most appearances a good man, was nevertheless found to be among those on the lists of the proscribed when certain conscientious officers of the state looked into the matter of his death. Somehow the old man had escaped with his life for months! What a fortunate man he must have been, or else how clever!

‘And yet – what irony! Filius kills pater to secure his inheritance, only to discover that the inheritance has already been claimed by the state! Imagine his chagrin! His frustration and despair! The gods played an appalling joke on that man, but what man can deny either their infinite wisdom or their sense of humour?

‘In due course the property of the late Sextus Roscius was sold at auction. The good cousins Magnus and Capito were among the first to bid, since they were intimate with the estates and knew their value, and thus they became what they should have been all along, the heirs of the late Sextus Roscius. So it is that sometimes Fortune rewards the just and punishes the wicked.

‘And now – what of that man? Magnus and Capito suspected his guilt, indeed they were almost certain of it. But out of pity for his family they offered him shelter on their newly acquired estates. For a time there was an unsteady peace between the cousins – that is, until Sextus Roscius gave himself away. First it was discovered that he had held back various items of property that had been duly proscribed by the state – in other words, the man was no better than a common thief, stealing from the people of Rome what was duly theirs by right of law. (Ah, Judges, you yawn at an accusation of embezzlement, and rightly so – what is that, compared to his greater crime?) When Magnus and Capito demanded that he give these things up, he threatened their lives. Now, had he been sober, he probably would have held his tongue. But ever since the death of his father he had drunk excessively – as guilty men are known to do. Indeed, to all his other vices, Sextus Roscius had added drunkenness, and was hardly ever sober. He became intolerably abusive, to the point that he dared to threaten his hosts. To kill them, in fact – and in threatening their lives he inadvertently confessed to the murder of his father.

‘Fearing for his own life, and because it was his duty, Magnus decided to bring charges against that man. Meanwhile Roscius slipped out of his grip and escaped to Rome, back to the very scene of his crime; but the eye of the law watches even the heart of Rome, and in a city of a million souls he could not hide himself.

‘Sextus Roscius was located. Normally, even when accused of the most heinous crime, a Roman citizen is given the opportunity to renounce his citizenship and escape into exile rather than face trial, if that is his choice. But so severe was the crime committed by that man that he was placed under armed guard to await his trial and punishment. And why? Because the crime he has committed goes far beyond the mere offence of one mortal against the person of another. It is a blow against the very foundations of this republic and the principles that have made it great. It is an assault on the primacy of fatherhood. It is an insult to the very gods, and to Jupiter above all, father of the gods.

‘No, the state cannot take even the slightest risk that such an odious criminal might escape, nor, esteemed Judges, can you take the risk of letting him go unpunished. For if you do, consider the divine punishments that are sure to be visited upon this city in retribution for its failure to wipe out such an abomination. Think of those cities whose streets have run with blood or whose people have withered from starvation and thirst when they foolishly sheltered an impious man from the gods. You cannot allow that to happen to Rome.’

Erucius paused to mop his brow. Everyone in the square was watching him with an almost dreamlike concentration. Cicero and his fellow advocates were no longer rolling their eyes and mocking Erucius behind their sleeves; they looked rather worried. Sextus Roscius had turned to stone.

Erucius resumed. ‘I have spoken of the insult rendered to divine Jupiter by that man and his unspeakably vile crime. It is an insult as well, if I might digress only a little, to the Father of our restored Republic!’ Here Erucius made quite a show of spreading his arms wide as if in supplication to the equestrian statue of Sulla, which seemed, from the angle at which I sat, to be granting him a condescending smile. ‘I need not even speak his name, for his eye is on us all at this very moment. Yes, his watchful eye is on everything we do in this place, in our dutiful roles as citizens, judges, advocates, and accusers. Lucius Cornelius Sulla, Ever Fortunate, restored the courts, Sulla reignited the fire of justice in Rome after so many years of darkness; it is up to us to see that villains such as that man are withered to ashes by its flame. Or else I promise you, esteemed Judges, that retribution will fall on all our heads from above, like hail descending from an angry black sky.’

Erucius struck a pose and held it for a long moment. His finger pointed to heaven. His brows were drawn together, and he glowered like a bull at the gathered judges. He had spoken of Jupiter’s retribution, but what we all had heard was that Sulla himself would be angered at a verdict of not guilty. The threat could not have been more explicit.

Erucius gathered the folds of his toga, threw back his chin, and turned his back. As he descended the Rostra, there were no cheers or applause from the crowd, only a chilling silence.

He had proved nothing. In place of evidence he had offered innuendo. He had appealed not to justice, but to fear. His speech was a dreadful patchwork of outright lies and self-righteous bullying. And yet, what man who heard him from the Rostra that morning could doubt that Gaius Erucius had won his case?
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Cicero rose and walked resolutely to the Rostra, his toga billowing about his knees. I glanced at Tiro, who was gnawing on one of his thumbnails, and at Rufus, who sat with his hands folded in his lap and a barely suppressed smile of adoration on his face.

Cicero stepped forward to the podium, cleared his throat and coughed. A wave of scepticism ran through the crowd. No one had heard him orate before; a botched opening was a bad sign. At the accuser’s bench Gaius Erucius made a great show of smacking his lips and staring up at the sky.

Cicero cleared his throat and began again. His voice was unsteady and slightly hoarse. ‘Judges of the court: you must be wondering why, of all the distinguished citizens and eminent orators seated about you, it is I who have risen to address you. . . .’

‘Indeed,’ Erucius muttered under his breath. There was scattered laughter from the crowd.

Cicero pressed on. ‘Certainly I cannot be compared to them in age or ability or authority. Certainly they believe, no less than I, that an unjust charge concocted by utmost villainy has been levelled at an innocent man and must be repelled. Thus they show themselves here in visible fulfilment of their duty to the truth, but they remain silent – due to the inclement conditions of the day.’ Here he raised his hand as if to catch a raindrop from the clear blue sky – and at the same time seemed to be gesturing towards the equestrian statue of Sulla. Among the judges there was an uneasy shuffling of chairs. Erucius, who was inspecting his fingernails, did not see.

Cicero cleared his throat again. His voice returned, stronger and louder than before. The quavering vanished. ‘Am I so much bolder than these silent men? Or more devoted to justice? I think not. Or so very eager to hear my own voice in the Forum, and to be praised for speaking out? No, not if a better orator could earn that praise by speaking better words. What, then, has impelled me, rather than a more important man, to undertake the defence of Sextus Roscius of Ameria?

‘The reason is this: if any one of these fine orators had risen to speak in this court, and uttered words of a political nature – inevitable in a case such as this – then he would undoubtedly find people reading much more into his words than was actually there. Rumours would begin. Suspicions would be aroused. Such is the stature of these established men that nothing they say goes unremarked, and no implication in their speeches goes undebated. I, on the other hand, can say everything that demands to be said in this case, without fear of adverse attention or untoward controversy. That is because I have not yet begun a public career; no one knows me. If I should speak out of turn, if I should let slip some embarrassing indiscretion, no one will even notice, or if they do, they will pardon the lapse on the grounds of my youth and inexperience – though I use the word pardon rather loosely, since actual pardons and the free judicial inquiry they require have of late been abolished by the state.’

There was more rustling of chairs. Erucius looked up from his nails, wrinkled his nose, and gazed into the middle distance, as if he had just discerned an alarming plume of smoke on the air.

‘So you see, I was not singled out and chosen because I was the most gifted orator.’ Cicero smiled to ask the crowd’s indulgence. ‘No, I was simply the person left over when all others had stepped aside. I was the man who could plead with the least danger. No one can say that I was chosen so that Sextus Roscius would have the best possible defence. I was chosen simply so that he would have any defence at all.

‘You may ask: what is this fear and terror that drives away the best of the advocates and leaves Sextus Roscius with only a rank beginner to defend his very life? To hear Erucius speak, you would never guess there was any peril at all, since he has deliberately avoided naming his true employer or mentioning that secret person’s vicious motives for bringing my client to trial.

‘What person? What motives? Let me explain.

‘The estate of the late, murdered Sextus Roscius – which by any ordinary course of events should now be the property of his son and heir – embraces farms and properties exceeding six million sesterces in value. Six million sesterces! That is a considerable fortune, amassed over a long and productive lifetime. Yet this entire estate was purchased by a certain young man, presumably at public auction, for the astonishing sum of two thousand sesterces. Quite a bargain! The thrifty young buyer was Lucius Cornelius Chrysogonus – I see the very mention of his name causes a stir in this place, and why not? He is an exceptionally powerful man. The alleged seller of this property, representing the interests of the state, was the valiant and illustrious Lucius Sulla, whose name I mention with all due respect.’

At this point a soft hissing filled the square like a rain of mist on hot stones, as men turned to one another and whispered behind their hands. Capito clutched at Glaucia’s shoulder and croaked into his ear. All about me nobles in the gallery crossed their arms and exchanged grim glances. Two elderly Metelli on my right nodded knowingly to each other. Gaius Erucius, whose plump jowls had abruptly turned scarlet at the mention of Chrysogonus, gripped a young slave by the neck, spat an order at him, and sent him fleeing from the square.

‘Let me be frank. It is Chrysogonus who has engineered these charges against my client. With no legal justification whatsoever, Chrysogonus has seized the property of an innocent man. Unable to enjoy his stolen goods to the fullest, since their rightful owner still lives and breathes, he asks you, the judges of this court, to alleviate his anxiety by doing away with my client. Only then can he squander the fortunes of the late Sextus Roscius with all the carefree dissipation he aspires to.

‘Does this seem right to you, Judges? Is it decent? Is it just? In opposition let me put forward my own demands, which I think you will find more modest and more reasonable.

‘First: let this villain Chrysogonus be satisfied with seizing our wealth and property. Let him refrain from demanding our lifeblood as well!’

Cicero had begun pacing back and forth across the podium, following his habit of pacing in his study. All uncertainty had left his voice, which had emerged more vibrant and stirring than I had ever heard it before.

‘Second, good Judges, I beg this of you: turn your back on the wicked schemes of wicked men. Open your eyes and your hearts to the plea of an innocent victim. Save us all from a terrible danger, because the peril that hangs over Sextus Roscius in this trial hangs over every free citizen in Rome. If indeed, at the end of this inquiry, you feel convinced of Sextus Roscius’s guilt – no, not even convinced, but merely suspicious; if one shred of evidence suggests that the horrendous accusations against him might possibly be justified; if you can honestly believe that his persecutors have brought him to trial for any other motive than to satisfy their own insatiable greed for loot – then find him guilty and I will not object. But if the only issue at hand is the rapacious avarice of his accusers and their lust to see their victim eliminated by a perversion of justice, then I ask you all to stand upon your integrity as senators and as judges, to refuse to allow your offices and your persons to become mere instruments in the hands of criminals.

‘I urge you, Marcus Fannius, as chairman of this court, to look at the enormous crowd that has gathered for this trial. What has drawn them here? Ah, yes, the nature of the accusation is sensational in the extreme. A Roman court has not heard a case of murder in a very long time – though in the interim there have certainly been no lack of abominable murders! Those who have gathered here are sick of murder; they long for justice. They want to see criminals harshly punished. They want to see crime put down with frightful severity.

‘That is what we ask for: harsh punishments and the full severity of the law. Usually it is the accusers who make such demands, but not today. Today it is we, the accused, who appeal to you, Fannius, and your fellow judges, to punish crime with all the vehemence you can muster. For if you do not – if you fail to seize this opportunity to show us where the judges and the courts of Rome stand – then we have clearly reached that point where all limits to human greed and outrage have been swept aside. The alternative is anarchy, absolute and unbounded. Capitulate to the accusers, fail to do your duty, and from this day forward the slaughter of the innocent will no longer be done in the shadows and hidden by legal subterfuge. No, such murders will be committed here in the very Forum itself, Fannius, before the very platform where you sit. For what is the aim of this trial, except that theft and murder can be committed with impunity?

‘I see two camps before the Rostra. The accusers: those who have laid claim to the property of my client, who directly profited from the murder of my client’s father, who now seek to goad the state into killing an innocent man. And the accused: Sextus Roscius, to whom his accusers have left nothing but ruin, to whom his father’s death brought not only grief, but destitution, who now presents himself before this court with armed guards at his back – not for the protection of the court, as Erucius sneeringly implies, but for his own protection, for fear he may be murdered on the spot before your very eyes! Which of these parties is truly on trial here today? Which has invited the wrath of the law?

‘No mere description of these bandits will suffice to acquaint you with the blackness of their characters. No simple catalogue of their crimes will make manifest their degree of high-handedness in daring to accuse Sextus Roscius of parricide. I must begin at the beginning and recount for you the whole course of events that have led to this moment. Then you will know the full degradation to which an innocent man has been subjected. Then you will understand completely the audacity of his accusers and the unspeakable horror of their crimes. And you will see as well, not fully but with frightening clarity, the calamitous state into which this republic has fallen.’

 

Cicero was like a man transformed. His gestures were strong and unequivocal. His voice was passionate and clear. Had I seen him from a distance I would not have recognized him. Had I heard him from another room I would not have known his voice.

I had witnessed such transformations before, but only in the theatre or on certain religious occasions, when one expects to be startled by the elasticity of the human vessel. To see it occur before my eyes in a man I thought I knew was startling. Had Cicero known all along that such a change would come upon him in his moment of need? Had Rufus and Tiro? Surely they must have known, for there was no other way to account for the serene confidence that had never left them. What had they all been able to see in Cicero that I could not?

Erucius had entertained the crowd with melodrama and bombast, and the mob had been well satisfied. He had threatened the judges to their faces, and they had suffered his abuse in silence. Cicero seemed determined to stir true passion in his listeners, and his hunger for justice was infectious. His decision to indict Chrysogonus from the beginning had been a bold gamble. At the very mention of the name, Erucius and Magnus were thrown into a visible panic. Clearly they had expected a meek opposition that would offer as rambling and circumstantial an oration as their own. Instead Cicero plunged into the tale up to his neck, omitting nothing.

He described the circumstances of the elder Sextus Roscius, his connections in Rome and his long-standing feud with the cousins Magnus and Capito. He described their notorious characters. (Capito he compared to a scarred and hoary gladiator, and Magnus to an old fighter’s protégé who had already surpassed his master in wreaking havoc.) He specified the time and place of Sextus Roscius’s murder, and noted the odd fact that Mallius Glaucia had ridden all night to take a bloody dagger and report the death to Capito in Ameria. He detailed the connection between the cousins and Chrysogonus; the illegal proscription of Sextus Roscius after his death and after all such proscriptions had ceased by law; the useless protestations of the town council of Ameria; the acquisition of the Roscius estate by Chrysogonus, Magnus, and Capito; their attempts to eliminate Sextus Roscius the younger and his flight to Caecilia Metella in Rome. He reminded the judges of the query applied to every crime by the great Lucius Cassius Longinus Ravilla: who profits?

When he approached the matter of the dictator, he did not flinch; he seemed almost to smirk. ‘I remain convinced, good Judges, that all this took place without the knowledge, indeed beneath the notice, of the venerable Lucius Sulla. After all, his sphere is vast and wide; national affairs of the utmost importance claim all his attention as he busily repairs the wounds of the past and forestalls the threats of the future. All eyes are on him; all power resides in his sure hands. To build peace or wage war – the choice, and the means to carry it out, are his and his alone. Imagine the host of petty miscreants who surround such a man, who watch and wait for those occasions when his attention is fully concentrated elsewhere so that they may rush in and take advantage of the moment. Sulla the Fortunate he truly is, but surely, by Hercules, there is no one so beloved by Fortune that there does not lurk within his vast household some dishonest slave or, worse still, a cunning and unscrupulous exslave.’

He consulted his notes and refuted every point of Erucius’s oration, ridiculing its simplemindedness. He countered Erucius’s argument that Sextus Roscius’s obligations to remain in the country had been a sign of discord between father and son with a long digression on the value and honour of rural life – always a pleasing theme to citified Roman ears. He protested that the slaves who had witnessed the murder could not be called as witnesses, because their new owner – Magnus, who now kept them hidden away in the house of Chrysogonus – refused to allow it.

He meditated on the horrors of parricide, a crime so grave that a conviction demanded absolute proof. ‘I would almost say that the judges must see the son’s hands sprinkled with blood if they are to believe a crime so monstrous, so foul, so unnatural!’ He described the ancient punishment for parricide, to the crowd’s mingled horror and fascination.

His oration was so exhaustive and lengthy that the judges began shifting in their seats, no longer from the alarm of hearing Sulla’s name, but from restlessness. His voice began to grow hoarse, even though he occasionally took sips from a cup of water hidden behind the podium. I began to think he was stalling for time, though I couldn’t imagine why.

For some while Tiro had been absent from the bench of the accused – relieving himself, I had assumed, since I felt a growing need to do the same thing myself. At that very moment Tiro came hobbling briskly along the gallery, leaning on his crutch, and took his place at the bench. From atop the Rostra Cicero looked down and raised an eyebrow. Some sort of signal passed between them, and they both smiled.

Cicero cleared his throat and took a long draught of water. He took a deep breath and for a brief moment closed his eyes. ‘And now, Judges, we come to the matter of a certain scoundrel and exslave, Egyptian by birth, endlessly avaricious by nature – but look, here he comes now with a splendid retinue trailing behind, down from his fine mansion on the Palatine, where he dwells in opulence among senators and magistrates from the oldest families of the Republic.’

Alerted by Erucius, Chrysogonus had at last arrived.

His bodyguards made short work of clearing the last row of the gallery, where a few lucky members of the crowd at large had taken the only seats left over by the lesser nobles. Heads turned and a murmur passed through the square as Chrysogonus strode to the centre of the bench and sat. He was surrounded by so many retainers that some were left standing in the aisles.

I turned my head with the rest to catch a glimpse of the legendary golden locks, the lofty Alexander-like brow, the strong, broad jaw which today was set in a hard, grim line. I turned back to look at Cicero, who seemed to be physically girding himself for attack, drawing up his thin shoulders and lowering his forehead like a charging goat.

‘I have been making inquiries about this exslave,’ he said. ‘I find he is very wealthy, and not ashamed to show it. Besides his mansion on the Palatine he has a fine country retreat, not to mention a host of farms, all of them on excellent soil and close to the city. His house is crammed with Delian and Corinthian vessels of gold, silver, and copper – among them a mechanical boiling urn which he recently bought at auction at so exorbitant a price that passersby, hearing his final bid, thought that a whole estate was being sold. The total value of his embossed silver, embroidered coverlets, paintings, and marble statues is beyond computation – unless one might compute the precise amount of plunder that could be looted from various illustrious families and heaped up in one house!

‘But these are only his mute possessions. What of his speaking possessions? They comprise a vast household of slaves with the most exquisite skills and natural endowments. I need hardly mention the common trades – cooks, bakers, garment makers, litter bearers, carpenters, upholsterers, dust maids, scrub maids, painters, floor polishers, dish washers, handymen, stableboys, roofers, and medical experts. To charm his ears and soothe his mind he owns such a host of musicians that the whole neighbourhood rings with the continual sound of voices, strings, drums, and flutes. At night he fills the air with the din of his debaucheries – acrobats perform and lewd poets declaim for his pleasure. When a man leads such a life, Judges, can you imagine his daily expenses? The cost of his wardrobe? His budget for lavish entertainments and sumptuous meals? One should hardly call his dwelling a house at all, but rather a factory of dissolution and vice, and a lodging house for every sort of criminal. The entire fortunes of a Sextus Roscius would hardly last him a month!

‘Look at the man himself, Judges – turn your heads and look! With his hair so carefully curled and scented, how he struts about the Forum with his following of Roman-born citizens who disgrace their togas by appearing in the retinue of an exslave! See what contempt he has for all those about him, how he considers no one a human being compared with himself, how he puffs himself up with the illusion that he alone possesses all power and wealth.’

I glanced over my shoulder. Anyone who at that moment might be seeing Chrysogonus for the first time would never have taken him for a handsome man. His face had turned so bloated and red that he appeared to be on the verge of apoplexy. His eyes bulged from their sockets. I had never seen so much fury pent up inside a body so rigid. If he had literally exploded I would hardly have been surprised.

Cicero, from the Rostra, could clearly see the effect his words were producing and yet went on without pausing. He, too, looked excited and flushed. He spoke more and more rapidly, and yet maintained complete control, never tripping over a syllable or searching for a word.

‘I fear, from my attack on this creature, that some may misapprehend me, that you may assume that I mean to attack the aristocratic cause that has proven triumphant in our civil wars, and their champion, Sulla. Not so. Those who know me know that I longed for peace and reconciliation in the wars, but reconciliation having failed, victory went to the more righteous party. This was due to the will of the gods, the zeal of the Roman people, and of course the wisdom, power, and good fortune of Lucius Sulla. That the victors should have been rewarded and the vanquished punished is not for me to question. But I cannot believe that the aristocracy roused itself to arms only so that its slaves and exslaves should be made free to glut themselves on our goods and property.’

I could stand it no longer. My bladder felt as near to bursting as Chrysogonus’s swollen cheeks.

I rose from my seat and sidestepped past nobles who scowled at the distraction and fastidiously tugged up the hem of their togas, as if the mere touch of my foot might soil the cloth. While I escaped down the crowded aisle between the judges and the gallery, I glanced back into the square and felt that odd detachment of an anonymous spectator leaving the heart of the furore – Cicero passionately gesticulated, the crowd looked raptly on, Erucius and Magnus gritted their teeth. Tiro happened to glance towards me. He smiled, then looked suddenly alarmed. He gave me a cramped wave of summons. I smiled and gave him a wave of dismissal in return. He gestured more urgently and began to rise from his seat. I turned my back to him and hurried on. If there was some last, hushed conference he wanted with me, it would have to wait until I had tended to more pressing business. Only later did I realize that he was trying to warn me of the danger at my back.

At the end of the gallery I passed by Chrysogonus and his party. At that moment I imagined I could actually feel the heat that radiated from his blood-red face.

 

I pushed my way past the throng of retainers and slaves who filled the space behind the gallery. The street beyond was open and empty. Some spectators with no civic pride had already left a stench of urine in the nearest gutter, but my bladder wasn’t so weak that I couldn’t wait until I arrived at the public latrine. Behind the Shrine of Venus there was a small alcove specifically for the purpose, situated just above the Cloaca Maxima, with a slightly tilted floor and drains at the base of each wall.

An old man with a grizzled beard and a spotless white toga was just leaving as I stepped inside. He nodded as he passed. ‘Quite a trial, is it not?’ he wheezed.

‘It is.’

‘This Cicero is not a bad speaker.’

‘A fine speaker,’ I agreed hurriedly. The old man departed. I stood against the inmost wall, staring at the pitted limestone and holding my breath against the stench. Thanks to an acoustical curiosity I was able to hear Cicero from the Rostra. His voice was echoey but distinct: ‘The ultimate aim of the accusers is as clear as it is reprehensible: nothing less than the complete elimination of the children of the proscribed, by any means at their disposal. Your sworn judgment and the execution of Sextus Roscius are to be the first steps in this campaign.’

Cicero had reached his closing arguments. I tried to hurry my bladder. I closed my eyes and the floodgates opened. The sensation of relief was exquisite.

That was when I heard a low whistle behind me and stopped in midstream. I looked over my shoulder to see Mallius Glaucia standing ten paces behind me. He smoothed his hand down the front of his tunic until he closed it around the unmistakable shape of a dagger hidden within the folds at his waist. He fondled the hilt with an obscene grin, as if he were clutching his sex.

‘Be vigilant, Judges; for otherwise you may on this very day and in this very place inaugurate a second wave of proscriptions far more cruel and ruthless than the first. At least the first was directed against men who could defend themselves; the tragedy I foresee will be aimed at the children of the proscribed, at infant sons in their cradles! By the immortal gods, who knows where such an atrocity could lead this republic?’

‘Go ahead,’ Glaucia said. ‘Finish what you were doing.’

I dropped the hem of my tunic and turned to face him.

Glaucia smiled. He slowly reached into his tunic, pulled out his knife, and toyed with it, dragging the sharp tip against the wall with a scraping noise that set my teeth on edge. ‘I mean it,’ he said, sounding very charitable. ‘Do you think I’d stab a man in the back while he was pissing?’

‘A reasonable point of honour,’ I agreed, trying to keep my voice steady. ‘What do you want?’

‘To kill you.’

I sucked in a sharp breath, full of the smell of stale urine. ‘Now? Still?’

‘That’s right.’ He stopped scraping and touched the point of the blade to his fingertip. A bead of blood welled up from the flesh. Glaucia sucked it clean.

‘Judges, it behoves wise men, furnished with the authority you possess, to apply the surest remedies to the lingering ills of this republic. . . .’

‘But why? The trial is almost over.’

Instead of answering he continued to suck his thumb and recommenced scraping the blade against the wall. He stared at me like a demented child, monstrously overgrown. The knife in my tunic was a good match for his, but I judged his arm to be two hands longer. The odds were not good.

‘Why kill me? No matter what happens now, nothing you do to me can change matters. My part in this affair was over days ago. It was the slave who struck your head the other night, if that’s what you’re angry about. You have no grudge against me, Mallius Glaucia. You have no reason to kill me. No reason at all.’

He quit scraping the blade. He stopped sucking his thumb. He looked at me very earnestly. ‘But I’ve already told you: I want to kill you. Are you going to finish pissing or not?’

‘There is not a man among you who does not know the reputation of the Roman people as merciful conquerors, lenient towards their foreign enemies; yet today Romans continue to turn on one another with shocking cruelty.’

Glaucia stepped towards me. I stepped back against the wall, directly over the drain. A powerful stench of excreta and urine rose into my nostrils.

He stepped closer. ‘Well? You don’t want them to find you with piss all over your toga, do you, along with all the blood?’

A figure appeared behind him – another spectator come to use the drains. I thought Glaucia might glance around for just an instant, long enough so that I could rush him, perhaps kick him between the legs – but Glaucia only smiled at me and held up his blade so that the newcomer could see it. The stranger vanished without so much as a gasp.

Glaucia shook his head. ‘Now I can’t give you a choice,’ he said. ‘Now I’ll have to make it quick.’

He was big. He was also clumsy. He lunged and I was able to elude him with surprising ease. I pulled out my own blade, thinking I might not have to use it after all, not if I could simply slip past him. I dashed for open ground, slipped on the piss-covered floor, and fell face-first onto the hard stones.

The knife was jarred from my hand and went skidding away. I crawled desperately after it. It was still an arm’s length away when something enormously powerful struck my shoulders and knocked me flat.

Glaucia kicked me in the ribs several times and then flipped me over. His grinning face, looming enormous as he descended on me, was the ugliest thing I had ever seen. So this is how it shall be, I thought: I shall die not as an old man with a toothless Bethesda crooning in my ear and the perfume of my garden in my nostrils, but choked by the stench of an unwashed latrine, with a hideous assassin drooling spittle on my face, and the echo of Cicero’s voice droning in my ears.

There was a skittering sound, like a knife skipping over stones, and something sharp jabbed my side. I honestly believed, with the kind of faith reserved for the purist vestals, that my knife had somehow come skidding back to me, simply because I willed it to. I might have reached for it had I not been using both arms in a failing attempt to hold Glaucia off me. I stared into his eyes, fascinated by the sheer hatred I saw there. Suddenly he looked up, and in the next instant there was a stone the size of a bread loaf somehow attached to his bandaged forehead, as if it had popped out of his brain, like Minerva from Jupiter’s brow. It stayed there, as if glued to the spot by the blood that abruptly oozed about the connection – no, the stone was held there by the two hands that had brought it crashing down. I rolled up my eyes and saw Tiro upside-down against a blue sky above.

He did not look happy to see me. He kept hissing something at me, over and over, until my hand (not my ear) finally apprehended the word knife. I somehow twisted my arm in an impossible backwards bend, snatched my knife from where Tiro had kicked it and snapped it upright before my chest. There is no word in Latin, but there should be one, for the weird sensation of recognition I felt, as if I had done the exact thing once before. Tiro lifted the heavy stone and brought it down again on Glaucia’s already smashed forehead, and the giant collapsed like a mountain on top of me, impaling his exploding heart upon the full length of Eco’s blade.

‘Suffer this wickedness no longer to stalk abroad in the land,’ a distant voice was crying. ‘Banish it! Deny it! Reject it! It has delivered many Romans to a terrible death. But worse than that, it has robbed our spirits. By besieging us with cruelty hour upon hour, day after day, it has benumbed us; it has stifled all pity in a people once known as the most merciful on earth. When at every moment in all directions we see and hear acts of violence; when we are lost in a relentless storm of cruelty and deceit; then even the kindest and gentlest among us may lose all semblance of human compassion.’

There was a pause, and then a great echoing thunder of applause. Confused and covered with blood, I thought for a moment that the cheering must be for me. The walls of the latrine did, after all, look something like the walls of an arena, and Glaucia was as dead as any dead gladiator. But gazing up I could see only Tiro, who was straightening his tunic with a look of exasperation and disgust.

‘I wasn’t there for the summation!’ he snapped. ‘Cicero will be furious. By Hercules! At least there’s no blood on me.’ With that he turned and disappeared, leaving me buried beneath a great quivering mass of dead flesh.
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Cicero won his case. An overwhelming majority of the seventy-five judges, including the praetor Marcus Fannius, voted to acquit Sextus Roscius of the charge of parricide. Only the most partisan Sullans, including a handful of new senators who had been appointed directly by the dictator, cast votes of guilty.

The crowd was equally impressed. Cicero’s name, along with bits and pieces of his oration, was spread all over Rome. For days afterwards one might walk by the open windows of a tavern or a smithy and hear men who had not even been there repeat some of Cicero’s choice jabs at Sulla or exclaim at his audacity in attacking Chrysogonus. His comments on farm and family life, his respect for filial duty and the gods were noted with approval. Overnight he gained a reputation as a brave and pious Roman, an upholder of justice and of truth.

That evening a small celebration was held in the home of Caecilia Metella. Rufus was there, glowing and triumphant and drinking a bit too much wine. So were those who had sat with Cicero at the bench of the accused, Marcus Metellus and Publius Scipio, along with a handful of others who had assisted the defence behind the scenes in some way. Sextus Roscius was given a couch at his hostess’s right hand; his wife and eldest daughter sat demurely in chairs behind him. Tiro was allowed to sit behind his master so that he could take part in the celebration. Even I was invited and given my own couch to recline upon and assigned my own slave to fetch dainties from the table.

Roscius may have been the guest of honour, but all conversation revolved around Cicero. His fellow advocates cited the finer points of his oration with gushing praise; they picked at Erucius’s performance with devastating sarcasm and laughed out loud recalling the look on his face when Cicero first dared to utter the name of the Golden-Born. Cicero accepted their praise with genial modesty. He consented to drink a modicum of wine; it took very little to bring a flush to his cheeks. Throwing aside his usual caution and no doubt famished from fasting and exertion, he ate like a horse. Caecilia praised his appetite and said it was a good thing he had made a victory party possible, or else all the delicacies she had ordered her staff to prepare in advance – sea nettles and scallops, thrushes on asparagus, purple fish in murex, figpeckers in fruit compote, stewed sow’s udders, fattened fowls in pastry, duck, boar, and oysters ad nauseam — would have ended up being dumped in a Subura alley for the poor.

I began to wonder, as I sent my slave after a third helping of Bithynian mushrooms, if the celebration was not a little premature. Sextus Roscius had won his life, to be sure, but he still remained in limbo, his property in the hands of his enemies, his rights as a citizen cancelled by proscription, his father’s murder unavenged. He had eluded destruction, but what were his chances of reclaiming a decent life? His advocates were in no mood to worry about the future. I kept my mouth shut, except to laugh at their jokes or to stuff it with more mushrooms.

All night Rufus gazed at Cicero with a passionate longing that seemed invisible to everyone but me; after witnessing Cicero’s performance that day, how could I belittle Rufus’s unrequited ardour? Tiro seemed quite content, laughing at every joke and even making bold to add a few of his own, but every now and then he glanced towards Roscia with pain in his eyes. Roscia steadfastly refused to look back. She sat in her chair, stiff and miserable, ate nothing, and finally begged her father and her hostess to excuse her. As she hurried from the room she began to weep. Her mother rose and ran after her.

Roscia’s exit set off a peculiar contagion of weeping. First it struck Caecilia, who was drinking faster than anyone else. All night she had been vivacious and full of laughter. Roscia’s exit plunged her into a sudden funk. ‘I know,’ she said, as we listened to Roscia sobbing from the hallway, ‘I know why that girl weeps. Yes, I do.’ She nodded tipsily. ‘She misses her dear, dear old grandfather. Oh, my, what a sweet man he was. We must never forget what really brings us together here on this night – the untimely death of my dearest, dearest Sextus. Beloved Sextus. Who knows, had I not been barren all these years. . .’ She reached up and blindly fussed with her hair, pricking her finger on the silver needle. A bead of blood welled up on her fingertip. She stared at the wound with a shudder and began to cry.

Rufus was instantly at her side, comforting her, keeping her from saying something that might embarrass her later.

Then Sextus Roscius began to weep. He struggled against it, biting his knuckles and contorting his face, but the tears would not be stopped. They ran down his face onto his chin and dripped onto the sea nettles on his plate. He sucked in a halting breath and expelled it in a long, shuddering moan. He covered his face with his hands and was convulsed with weeping. He knocked his plate to the floor; a slave retrieved it. His sobs were loud and choking, like a donkey’s braying. It took many repetitions before I recognized the word he cried out again and again: ‘Father, Father, Father . . .’

He had been his usual self for most of the night – quiet and glum, only occasionally consenting to smile when the rest of us roared at some clever joke against Erucius or Chrysogonus. Even when the verdict was announced, so Rufus told me, he had remained oddly impassive. Having lived so long in dread, he held his relief in check until it came bursting out. That was why he wept.

Or so I thought.

It seemed a good time to leave.

Publius Scipio and Marcus Metellus and their noble friends bade us good night and went their separate ways; Rufus stayed behind with Caecilia. I was anxious to sleep in my own bed, but Bethesda was still at Cicero’s and the way to the Subura was long. In the good-natured flush of his success, Cicero insisted that I spend a final night beneath his roof.

Had I not gone with him, this story would have its ending here, amid half-truths and false surmises. Instead I walked beside Cicero, flanked by his torchbearers and bodyguards, through the moonlit Forum and up the spur of the Capitoline until we came to his house.

Thus I came face to face at last with the most fortunate man alive. Thus I learned the truth, which until then I had only dimly suspected.

 

Cicero and I were chatting amiably about nothing in particular – the long hot spell, the austere beauty of Rome beneath a full moon, the smells that filled the city at night. We rounded the corner and stepped into the street where he lived. It was Tiro who first noticed the retinue encamped like a small army about the entrance to Cicero’s house. He clutched his master’s toga and pointed open-mouthed.

We saw the company before they saw us – the empty litter and the litter bearers who leaned against it with folded arms, the torchbearers who slouched against the wall and held their flames at lazy angles. Beneath the flickering light some menials played trigon on the curb, while a few secretaries squinted and scribbled on parchments. There were also a number of armed guards. It was one of these who spotted us standing stock-still at the end of the street and nudged an expensively dressed slave who was busy wagering on the trigon players. The slave drew himself up and came striding haughtily towards us.

‘You are the orator Cicero, the master of this house?’

‘I am.’

‘At last! You’ll excuse the entourage camped on your doorstep – there seemed to be nowhere else to put everybody. And of course you’ll excuse my master for paying a visit at such a late hour; actually we’ve been here a rather long time, since just after sunset, awaiting your return.’

‘I see,’ Cicero said dully. ‘And where is your master?’

‘He waits within. I convinced your doorkeeper that there was no point in keeping Lucius Sulla standing on the doorstep, even if his host was not home to greet him. Come, please.’ The slave stepped back and gestured for us to follow. ‘My master has been waiting for a long time. He is a very busy man. You can leave your torchbearers and bodyguards here,’ he added sternly.

Beside me Cicero took deep, even breaths, like a man preparing to plunge into icy water. I imagined I could hear his heartbeat in the stillness of the night, until I realized it was my own. Tiro still clutched his master’s toga. He bit his lip. ‘You don’t think, master – he wouldn’t dare, not in your own home—’

Cicero silenced him by raising his forefinger to his lips. He stepped forward, motioning for the bodyguards to stay behind. Tiro and I followed.

As we made our way to the doorstep, the members of Sulla’s retinue went about their business, giving us only quick, sullen glances, as if we were to blame for their boredom. Tiro stepped ahead to open the door. He peered inside as if he expected a thicket of drawn daggers.

But there was no one in the vestibule except Old Tiro, who came shuffling up to Cicero in a panic. ‘Master—’

Cicero quieted him with a nod and a touch on the shoulder and walked on.

I had expected to see more of Sulla’s retinue within – more bodyguards, more clerks, more flatterers and sycophants. But the house was populated only by Cicero’s regular staff, all of whom were skirting the walls and trying to pretend invisibility.

We found him sitting alone in the study beneath a lit lamp, with a half-empty bowl of wheat pudding on the table beside him and a scroll in his lap. He looked up as we entered. He appeared neither impatient nor startled, only vaguely bored. He put the scroll aside and raised one eyebrow.

‘You are a man of considerable erudition and passably good taste, Marcus Tullius Cicero. While I find far too many dull, dry works on grammar and rhetoric in this room, I am heartened to see such a fine collection of plays, especially by the Greeks. And while you appear to have intentionally collected the very worst of the Latin poets, that may be forgiven for your discernment in selecting this exceedingly fine copy of Euripides – from the workshop of Epicles in Athens, I see. When I was young I often entertained the fantasy of becoming an actor. I always thought I would have made a very poignant Pentheus. Or do you imagine I would have made a better Dionysus? Do you know The Bacchae well?’

Cicero swallowed hard. ‘Lucius Cornelius Sulla, I am honoured that you should visit my home—’

‘Enough of that nonsense!’ Sulla snapped, pursing his lips. It was impossible to tell whether he was irritated or amused. ‘There’s no one else here. Don’t waste your breath and my patience on meaningless formalities. The fact is that you’re deeply distressed to find me here and you wish that I’d leave as quickly as possible.’

Cicero parted his lips and made half a nod, unsure whether to answer or not.

Sulla made the same face again – half-amused, half-irritated. He waved impatiently about the room. ‘I think there are enough chairs for all. Sit.’

Tiro nervously fetched a chair for Cicero and another for me and then stood at his master’s right hand, watching Sulla as if he were an exotic and very deadly reptile.

I had never seen Sulla from so close. The lamplight from above cast stark shadows across his face, lining his mouth with wrinkles and making his eyes glitter. His great leonine mane, once famous for its lustre, had grown coarse and dull. His skin was splotched and discoloured, dotted with blemishes and etched all over with red veins as fine as bee’s hair. His lips were dry and cracked. A tuft of dark hairs poked out of one nostril.

He was simply an old general, an aging debauchee, a tired politician. His eyes had seen everything and feared nothing. They had witnessed every extreme of beauty and horror and could no longer be impressed. Yet there was still a hunger in them, something that seemed almost to leap out and grasp at my throat when he turned his gaze on me.

‘You must be Gordianus, the one they call the Finder. Good, I’m glad you’re here. I wanted to have a look at you as well.’

He looked lazily from Cicero to me and back again, laughing at us behind his eyes, testing our patience. ‘You can guess why I’ve come,’ he finally said. ‘A certain trivial legal affair that came up earlier today at the Rostra. I was hardly aware of the matter until it was rather rudely brought to my attention while I was taking my lunch. A slave of my dear freedman Chrysogonus came running in all flustered and alarmed, raving about a catastrophe in the Forum. I was busy at the moment devouring a very spicy pheasant’s breast; the news gave me a wicked case of indigestion. This porridge your kitchen maid brought me isn’t bad – bland but soothing, just as my physicians recommend. Of course it might have been poisoned, but then you were hardly expecting me, were you? Anyway, I’ve always found it best to plunge into peril without giving it too much thought. I never called myself Sulla the Wise, only Sulla the Fortunate, which to my belief is much better.’

He dabbled his forefinger in the porridge for a moment, then suddenly swept his arm across the table and sent bowl and porridge crashing to the floor. A slave came running from the hallway. She saw Cicero’s wide-eyed, blanching face and quickly disappeared.

Sulla popped his finger into his mouth and pulled it out clean, then went on in a calm, melodious voice. ‘What a struggle it seems to have been for both of you, rooting and digging and sniffing for the truth about these disgustingly petty Roscii and their disgustingly petty crimes against one another. I’m told you’ve spent hour upon hour, day after day grappling for the facts; that you went all the way to godforsaken Ameria and back, Gordianus, that you put your very life in danger more than once, all for a few meagre scraps of the truth. And you still haven’t got the full story – like a play with whole scenes missing. Isn’t it funny? I had never even heard the name Sextus Roscius until today, and it took me only a matter of hours – minutes, really – to find out everything worth knowing about the case. I simply summoned certain parties before me and demanded the full story. Sometimes I think justice must have been so much simpler and easier in the days of King Numa.’

Sulla paused for a moment and toyed with the scroll in his lap. He caressed the stitches that bound the sheets and dabbled his fingers over the smooth parchment, then suddenly seized it in a crushing grasp and sent it flying across the room. It landed atop a table of scrolls and knocked them to the floor. Sulla went on unperturbed.

‘Tell me, Marcus Tullius Cicero, what was your intention when you took it upon yourself to plead this wretched man’s case in court today? Were you the willing agent of my enemies, or did they dupe you into it? Are you cunningly clever, or absurdly stupid?’

Cicero’s voice was as dry as parchment: ‘I was asked to represent an innocent man against an outrageous accusation. If the law is not the last refuge of the innocent—’

‘Innocent?’ Sulla leaned forwards in his chair. His face was plunged into shadow. The lamp cast an aureole about his fire-coloured hair. ‘Is that what they told you, my dear old friends, the Metelli? A very old and very great family, those Metelli. I’ve been waiting for them to stab me in the back ever since I divorced Delmaticus’s daughter while she lay dying. What else could I do? It was the augurs and pontifices who insisted; I could not allow her to pollute my house with her illness. And this is how my former in-laws take their revenge – using an advocate with no family and a joke of a name to embarrass me in the courts. What good is being a dictator when the very class of people you struggle so hard to please turn on you for such petty causes?

‘What did they offer you, Cicero? Money? Promises of their patronage? Political support?’

I glanced at Cicero, whose face was set like stone. I could hardly trust my eyes in the flickering light, but it seemed that the corners of his mouth began to turn up in a very faint smile. Tiro must have noticed it as well; a strange look darkened his face, like a premonition of dismay.

‘Which of them came to you, Cicero? Marcus Metellus, that idiot who dared to show his face at the bench with you today? Or his cousin Caecilia Metella, that mad old insomniac? Or not a Metellus at all, but one of their agents? Surely not my new brother-in-law Hortensius – he’ll represent his worst enemy for money, Jupiter knows, but he was smart enough not to involve himself in this farce. A pity I can’t say as much for Valeria’s darling little brother, Rufus.’

Cicero still said nothing. Tiro wrinkled his brow impatiently and fidgeted.

Sulla sat back. The lamplight crept over his brow and into his eyes, which sparkled like glass beads. ‘No matter. The Metelli recruited you against me, one way or another. So they told you this Sextus Roscius was innocent. And did you believe them?’

Tiro could stand it no more. ‘Of course!’ he blurted out. ‘Because he is. That’s why my master defended him – not to put himself into the pocket of a noble family—’

Cicero silenced him with a gentle touch on the wrist. Sulla looked at Tiro and raised an appraising eyebrow, as if noticing him for the first time. ‘The slave is hardly handsome enough to be allowed to get away with that type of insolence. If you were any sort of Roman, Cicero, you’d have him beaten to within a knuckle of his life here on the spot.’

Cicero’s smile wavered. ‘Please, Lucius Sulla, forgive his impertinence.’

‘Then answer the question instead of letting your slave answer it for you. When they told you Sextus Roscius was innocent, did you believe them?’

‘Yes, I did,’ Cicero sighed. He pressed his fingertips together and flexed the knuckles. He glanced at me briefly and then stared at his knuckles. ‘At first.’

‘Ah.’ It was Sulla now who wore a faint, inscrutable smile. ‘I thought you seemed too clever to have been fooled for long. When did you figure out the truth?’

Cicero shrugged. ‘I suspected it almost from the beginning, not that it ever made a difference. There still is no proof that Sextus Roscius conspired with his cousins to have the old man murdered.’

‘No proof.’ Sulla laughed. ‘You advocates! Always on one hand there is evidence and proof. And on the other there is truth.’ He shook his head. ‘These greedy fools, Capito and Magnus, thinking they could have their cousin Sextus convicted without confessing their own part in the crime. How could Chrysogonus ever have got himself mixed up with such trash?’

‘I don’t understand,’ Tiro whispered. The look on his face might have been comic had it not been betrayed by such pain and confusion. I felt sorry for him. I felt sorry for myself. Until that moment I had been struggling to hold on to the same illusion that Tiro clung to so effortlessly – the belief that all our work for Sextus Roscius had a higher purpose than politics or ambition, that we had served something called justice. The belief that Sextus Roscius was innocent, after all.

Sulla raised an eyebrow and harrumphed. ‘Your insolent slave does not understand, Cicero. Aren’t you an enlightened Roman? Don’t you see to the boy’s education? Explain it for him.’

Cicero turned heavy-lidded and studied his fingers. ‘I thought you knew the truth by now, Tiro. I thought you would have figured it out for yourself. Honestly, I did. Gordianus knows, I think. Don’t you, Gordianus? Let him explain it. That’s what he’s paid for.’

Tiro looked at me so plaintively I found myself speaking against my will. ‘It was all because of the whore,’ I said. ‘You remember, Tiro, the young girl called Elena who worked at the House of Swans.’

Sulla nodded sagely but raised a finger to interrupt. ‘You’ve jumped ahead of the story. The younger brother . . .’

‘Gaius Roscius, yes. Murdered by his brother in their home in Ameria. Perhaps the locals were fooled, but his symptoms were hardly caused by eating a pickled mushroom.’

‘Colocynth,’ Cicero suggested.

‘Wild gourd? Possibly,’ I said, ‘especially in conjunction with some more palatable poison. I knew of an incident in Antioch once with very similar symptoms – the clear bile vomited up, followed by a surge of blood and immediate death. Perhaps Sextus was colluding with his cousin Magnus even then. A man with Magnus’s connections can find just about any sort of poison in Rome, for a price.

‘As for the motive, Sextus Roscius pater almost certainly intended to disinherit his elder son in favour of Gaius, or so at least Sextus filius was convinced. A commonplace crime for a commonplace motive. But that wasn’t the end of it.

‘Perhaps the old man suspected Sextus of killing Gaius. Perhaps he simply detested him so much he was looking for any excuse to disinherit him. At the same time he was becoming infatuated with the pretty young whore Elena. When she became pregnant, whether by Roscius or not, the old man hatched a scheme to buy her, liberate her, and adopt the freeborn child. Evidently he wasn’t able to buy her right away; probably he bungled the purchase – the brothel owner sniffed his eagerness and drove the price absurdly high, thinking he could take advantage of an addled, lovesick old widower. This is only speculation—’

‘More than speculation,’ Sulla said. ‘There is, or was, concrete evidence: a letter addressed to his son and dictated by the elder Roscius to his slave Felix, who thus knew the contents. According to Felix, the old man was in a drunken rage. In the letter he explicitly threatened to do what you have just described – disinherit Sextus Roscius in favour of a son as yet unborn. The document was subsequently destroyed, but the slave remembers.’

Sulla paused for me to continue. Tiro looked at Cicero, who did not look back, and then desperately at me. ‘So Sextus Roscius decided to kill his father,’ I said. ‘Naturally he couldn’t do it himself, and another poisoning would be far too suspicious; besides, the two were so estranged he had no easy access to the old man. So he called on his cousins Magnus and Capito. Perhaps they had assisted in Gaius’s poisoning; perhaps they were already pressuring Sextus to do away with his father. The three of them formed a conspiracy. Sextus would inherit his father’s estates and pay off his cousins later. There must have been assurances. . . .’

‘Indeed,’ said Sulla, ‘there was a written contract of sorts. A statement of intent, if you will, to do away with old Roscius, signed by all three of them in triplicate. A copy for each, so they could all blackmail one another to a stalemate if things fell apart.’

‘But things did fall apart,’ I said.

‘Yes.’ Sulla curled his lip, as if the whole affair had a smell. ‘After the murder Sextus Roscius tried to double-cross his cousins. He became sole owner of the estates by inheritance; how could they take what was his when the document they had all signed was equally incriminating to each? Sextus Roscius must have thought himself very clever; what a fool he was to try to break his bargain with the likes of those vultures.’

Sulla took a breath and continued. ‘It seems it was Capito who came up with the false proscription ploy; Magnus knew Chrysogonus from some shady transaction or other and approached him with the scheme – how many times have I warned that boy not to let his avarice cloud his better judgment? Ah, well! The estates were proscribed and seized by the state; Chrysogonus bought them up himself and in turn shared them as agreed beforehand with Capito and Magnus. Sextus Roscius was left in the cold. What a fool he must have felt! What could he do? Run to the authorities waving a piece of paper that implicated himself along with the others in his father’s murder?

‘Of course there was always the possibility that in a fit of madness or guilt he might do just that, and so Capito allowed Sextus to stay on at the old family estate where he could keep an eye on him, living in poverty and humiliation. What grudges these country cousins all harboured for one another!’

Tiro, not daring to speak to Sulla, looked at me. ‘But what about Elena?’

I opened my mouth to speak, but Sulla was too deep in the telling to pass the story to another. ‘All the while Sextus Roscius was scheming to get back his estate somehow or other. That meant that the whore’s child might still some day be his rival, or at least his enemy. Imagine him brooding day after day on the uselessness of his crime, the vileness of it; on the bitterness of Fortune, his own guilt, his ruined family. And it was all because of Elena and her child that he had first embroiled himself in the plot to kill his father! When the baby was born, Roscius killed it with his own hand.’

‘And might as well have killed Elena,’ I said.

‘What was the shame of more blood on his hands after all his crimes?’ Sulla asked, and I realized he had no sense at all of the irony of his words, spoken by one who was awash in the blood of others up to his chin. ‘It was not too long afterwards that the cousins managed to get hold of Sextus’s copy of the incriminating agreement. Without it he was defenceless; he had no check on them. No doubt they were turning over various ways to murder him and his family when he made his escape, first to a friend in Ameria, a certain Titus Megarus, and then to Caecilia Metella in Rome. Since he had slipped from their clutches, the cousins’ only recourse was to destroy him via the law. Since he was in fact guilty of his father’s murder, they naively thought they could reconstruct a narration of the events to leave themselves out of the picture. And of course they were counting on the intimidation of Chrysogonus’s name to drive away any competent orators from mounting a defence – if the matter even came to trial. By this point the state of Sextus Roscius’s mind was so disturbed that they hoped he might be driven to suicide, or perhaps to simply confess his own guilt and mount no defence at all.’

‘They were obscenely self-confident,’ Cicero said softly.

‘Were they?’ Sulla mused. His voice carried a dark, brooding edge. ‘Not excessively so. If this trial had taken place six months ago, do you think an advocate for the defence would have dared to utter Chrysogonus’s name? To mention me by name? To bring up the proscriptions? Do you think a majority of judges in one of the courts reconstructed by me would have dared to flaunt their independence? Capito and Magnus were simply six months out of step, that’s all. Six months ago the Metelli would not have lifted a finger to save Sextus Roscius. But now they sense my power waning; now they decide to test the limits of my prestige and sting me with a defeat in the courts. How these powerful old families chafe beneath the steady hand of a dictator, even when I have always used my power to enrich their coffers and hold the jealous masses in check. They want it all for themselves – like Magnus and Capito. Are you really so proud to be their champion, Cicero, to have saved a bloody parricide just so you could kick me in the balls, all in the name of old-fashioned Roman virtue?’

For a long time Sulla and Cicero looked each other in the eye across the small space that separated them. Sulla suddenly looked to me very old and weary, and Cicero very young. But it was Cicero who dropped his gaze first.

‘What becomes of Sextus Roscius now?’ I said.

Sulla sat back and took a deep breath. ‘He is a free man, exonerated by the law. A parricide, a fratricide twice over; does such a man deserve to live? But thanks to Cicero the wretch has become a sort of suffering hero, a petty little Prometheus chained to a rock. Peck at his entrails, as he deserves, and the people will be outraged. So, to Sextus Roscius, Fortune will be merciful.

‘His father’s estates will not be returned to him. That’s what my most radical enemies would like – to see a duly recorded proscription rescinded, to see the state admit such an embarrassing error. No! That will never happen, not while I live. The Roscius estates will remain disposed as they are, but—’

Sulla made a face and bit his tongue as if he tasted worm-wood. ‘But Chrysogonus will voluntarily give to Sextus Roscius other estates equal in value to those that were taken from him, located as far from Ameria as possible. Let Sextus Roscius the parricide return to the life he knew, as best he can and away from those who know him and his past; but the proscription stands, and he is stripped of his family estates and his civil rights. Knowing what you know of the man, can you really say this is unjust, Cicero?’

Cicero stroked his upper lip. ‘And what of my safety, and the safety of those who’ve helped me? Certain men are not above murder.’

‘There will be no further bloodshed, no reprisals by Magnus or Capito. As for the mysterious death of a certain Mallius Glaucia, whose body was discovered earlier today, no doubt fittingly, in a public latrine – the incident is closed and forgotten. The creature never existed. I have been quite adamant with the Roscii on this point.’

Cicero narrowed his eyes. ‘A bargain has two sides, Lucius Sulla.’

‘Yes. Yes, indeed. I expect, Cicero, a certain restraint on your part. In return for my efforts on behalf of tranquillity and order, from you there will be no prosecution of Capito or Magnus for murder; no official complaint against the proscription of Sextus Roscius pater; no charge of malicious prosecution brought against Gaius Erucius. Neither you nor any of the Metelli or their agents will mount any sort of lawsuit against Chrysogonus. I tell you this explicitly, Cicero, so that you can pass it on to your friends among the Metelli. Do you understand?’

Cicero nodded.

Sulla rose. Age had weathered his face but had not stooped his shoulders. He seemed to fill the room. Next to him Cicero and Tiro looked like slender boys.

‘You are a clever young man, Marcus Tullius Cicero, and by all accounts a splendid orator. You are either stupidly daring or madly ambitious, or perhaps both – just the kind of man my friends and I could use in the Forum. I would reach out my hand to recruit you, but you wouldn’t take it, would you? Your young head is still too muddled with vague ideals – boldly defending republican virtue against cruel tyranny and that sort of thing. You have delusions of piety; delusions about your own nature. My other senses may be failing me, but I’m a wily old fox, and my nose is still keen, and in this room I smell another fox. Let me tell you this, Cicero: the path you’ve chosen in life leads to only one place in the end, and that is the place where I stand. Your path may not take you as far, but it will take you nowhere else. Look at me and see your mirror, Cicero.

‘As for you, Finder . . .’ Sulla looked at me shrewdly. ‘Not another fox, no; a dog, I think, the kind that goes about digging up bones that other dogs have buried. Don’t you ever get sick of all that mud in your snout, not to mention the occasional worm up your nose? I might consider hiring you myself, but I shall soon have no need ever again for covert agents or bribed judges or scheming advocates.

‘Yes, citizens, sad news: in a matter of days I shall announce my retirement from public life. My health fails me; so does my patience. I’ve done what I can to shore up the old aristocracy and to keep the common rabble in their place; let someone else take on the job of saving the Republic. I can hardly wait to begin a new life in the countryside – strolling, gardening, playing with my grandchildren. Oh, and finishing my memoirs! I shall be sure to send a complete copy for your library, Cicero.’

Sulla flashed a sour smile and drew himself up to depart; then his smile abruptly sweetened. He was looking over our heads towards the hallway. He raised one eyebrow and cocked his head, radiating charm. ‘Rufus, dear boy,’ he crooned, ‘what an unexpected delight!’

I looked over my shoulder to see Rufus standing in the doorway, dishevelled and out of breath. ‘Lucius Sulla,’ he muttered with a nod, averting his eyes; that formal acknowledgment dispensed with, he turned to Cicero. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I saw his retinue outside. Of course I knew who it must be. I would have waited, but the news . . . I ran all the way to tell you, Cicero.’

Cicero wrinkled his brow. ‘Tell me what?’

Rufus looked at Sulla and bit his lip. Sulla laughed aloud. ‘Dear Rufus, feel free to say anything you wish in this room. We were already engaged in a most frank discussion before you arrived. No one here has any secrets from me. No one in this Republic can keep a secret from Sulla. Not even your good friend Cicero.’

Rufus clamped his jaw shut and glared at his brother-in-law. Cicero stepped between them. ‘Go on, Rufus. Say what you have to say.’

Rufus took a deep breath. ‘Sextus Roscius . . .’ he whispered.

‘Yes?’

‘Sextus Roscius is dead.’
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All eyes abruptly turned to Sulla, who looked as startled as the rest of us.

‘But how?’ said Cicero.

‘A fall.’ Rufus shook his head in consternation. ‘From a balcony at the back of Caecilia’s house. It’s a long drop. The hill falls away steeply from the ground floor below. There’s a narrow stone stairway that winds down the slope. He apparently hit the steps and then tumbled quite a way. His body was terribly broken—’

‘The fool!’ Sulla’s voice was like a thunderclap. ‘The idiot! If he was so bent on exterminating himself—’

‘Suicide?’ Cicero said quietly. ‘But we have no proof of that.’ In his glance I saw that we shared the same suspicion. Without the guard on Caecilia’s house, someone might have made his way into Sextus Roscius’s quarters – an assassin sent by the Roscii, or by Chrysogonus, or by Sulla himself. The dictator had declared a truce, but how far could be or his friends be trusted?

Yet Sulla’s own indignation seemed proof of his innocence. ‘Of course it was suicide,’ he snapped. ‘We all know the state of the man’s mind over the last months. A parricide, slowly going mad! So justice prevails after all, and Sextus Roscius is his own executioner.’ Sulla laughed without mirth, then turned ashen. ‘But if he was determined to punish himself, why did he wait until after the trial? Why didn’t he kill himself yesterday, or the day before, or last month, and save us all the trouble?’ He shook his head.

‘Acquitted – and yet he kills himself. His guilt catches up with him only after a court absolves him. It’s absurd, ridiculous. The only result is my embarrassment before all Rome!’ He made a fist and rolled his eyes heavenward, and in a low, accusing voice I heard him mutter, ‘Fortune!’

I realized I saw a man engaged in a lovers’ quarrel with his guiding genius. All his life Sulla had been blessed; glory, wealth, fame, and pleasures of the flesh had all been his for the merest effort, and not even the smallest setbacks had encumbered the pageant of his career. Now he was an old man, declining in body and influence, and Fortune, like a bored lover, had begun to turn fickle on him, flirting with his enemies, stinging him with petty defeats and trivial reverses that must have seemed perverse indeed to a man so spoiled by success.

He wrapped himself in his toga and proceeded towards the doorway, his head lowered like the prow of a ramming ship. When Cicero and Rufus stepped aside, I stepped forward to block his path, keeping my head meekly bowed.

‘Lucius Sulla – good Sulla – I assume this changes none of the conditions that were agreed upon here tonight?’

I was close enough to hear the sharp intake of his breath, and to feel its heat on my forehead when he expelled it. It seemed that he waited a long time to answer – long enough for me to contemplate the rapid beating of my heart and to wonder what mad impulse had driven me to bar his way. But his voice, however cold, was resolute and even. ‘Nothing is changed.’

‘Then Cicero and his allies are still immune from the Roscii’s revenge—’

‘Of course.’

‘– and the family of Sextus Roscius, despite his death, will still receive recompense from Chrysogonus?’

Sulla paused. I kept my eyes averted. ‘Of course,’ he finally said. ‘His wife and daughters shall be provided for, despite his suicide.’

‘You are merciful and just, Lucius Sulla,’ I said, stepping out of his way. He left without looking back, not even bothering to wait for a slave to show him out. A moment later we heard the sound of the door opening and slamming shut, and then the street was abruptly filled with the noise of his departing entourage. Then all was quiet again.

In the silence that followed, the slave girl returned to clean up Sulla’s debris. While she stacked the pieces of pottery, Cicero stared abstractedly at the mess of porridge Sulla had thrown against the wall. ‘Leave the scrolls where they are, Athalena. They’ll be all out of order. Tiro will pick them up later.’ She nodded obediently and Cicero began to pace.

‘What irony,’ he said at last. ‘So much effort on all sides, and in the end even Sulla is disappointed. who profits, indeed?’

‘You, for one, Cicero.’

He looked at me archly, but could not conceal the smile that trembled on his lips. Across the room, Tiro looked more confused and crestfallen than ever.

Rufus shook his head. ‘Sextus Roscius, a suicide. What did Sulla mean, saying justice had been done, that Roscius had executed himself?’

‘I’ll explain everything to you on the way back to Caecilia’s house,’ I said. ‘Unless Cicero would rather explain it to you himself.’ I stared straight at Cicero, who clearly did not relish the prospect. ‘He can also explain to me exactly how much of the truth he knew when he hired me. But in the meantime I see no reason to accept that Roscius’s fall was a suicide, not until I see the evidence with my own eyes.’

Rufus shrugged. ‘But how else to explain it? Unless it was simply an accident – the balcony is treacherous, and he’d been drinking all night; I suppose he could have tripped. Besides, who in the household would have wanted him dead?’

‘Perhaps no one.’ I exchanged a furtive glance with Tiro. How could either of us forget the bitterness and desperation of Roscia Majora? Her father’s acquittal had dashed all her hopes for revenge, and for the protection of her beloved sister. I cleared my throat and rubbed my weary eyes. ‘Rufus, if you will, come back with me now to Caecilia’s house. Show me how and where Roscius died.’

‘Tonight?’ He was tired and confused, and had the look of a young man who had drunk too much wine too early in the evening.

‘Tomorrow may be too late. Caecilia’s slaves may disturb the evidence.’

Rufus acquiesced with a weary nod.

‘And Tiro,’ I said, answering the plea in his eyes. ‘May he come as well, Cicero?’

‘In the middle of the night?’ Cicero pursed his lips in disapproval. ‘Oh, I suppose he may.’

‘And you, too, of course.’

Cicero shook his head. The look he gave me was part pity, part disdain. ‘This game is ended, Gordianus. The time has come for all men with a clear conscience to take their well-earned rest. Sextus Roscius is dead, and what of it? He died by his own choice; Sulla-from-whom-there-are-no-secrets himself says so. Give it up, Gordianus. Follow my example and go to bed. The trial is done with, the case is over. It’s finished, my friend.’

‘Perhaps it is, Cicero,’ I said, walking towards the vestibule and gesturing for Rufus and Tiro to follow. ‘And perhaps it is not.’



 

‘It must have been here, from this very spot,’ Rufus whispered.

The full moon shone down brightly on the flagstones of the balcony and the knee-high stone railing that bordered it. Peering over the edge, I saw the stairway Rufus had mentioned, thirty or more feet directly below; the smooth, well-worn edges of the steps gleamed dully in the moonlight. The stairway twisted down into darkness, surrounded by tall weeds and overgrown shrubbery, and obscured here and there by overhanging branches of oaks and willows. From deep within the house the sound of wailing carried across the warm night air; the body of Sextus Roscius had been placed in the sanctum of Caecilia’s goddess, and her slave girls were mourning with ceremonial wails and screams.

‘This railing seems woefully short,’ said Tiro, kicking at one of the squat pillars from a safe distance. ‘Hardly high enough to keep a child safe on the balcony.’ He backed away with a shiver.

‘Yes.’ Rufus nodded. ‘I made the same remark to Caecilia. It seems there used to be a second railing atop it, a wooden one. You can see the metal brackets for it here and there. The wood got all rotten and dangerous, and someone had it torn away. Caecilia says she meant to replace it but never got around to it; the back wing of the house hadn’t been used for a long time until Sextus and his family arrived.’ He stepped beside me and peered cautiously over the edge. ‘That stairway down there is steeper than it looks from here. Very steep and worn, slippery and hard. Dangerous enough to walk down; for a man who’d fallen or tripped . . .’ He shuddered. ‘He tumbled halfway down the hill before his body came to rest. There, you can see the place, through that opening in the oak tree, where the stairway takes a sharp bend. You can see the very spot – where the blood catches the moonlight, like a pool of black oil.’

‘Who found him?’ I said.

‘I did. That is, I was the first actually to go down and turn his body over.’

‘And how did that come about?’

‘Because I heard the scream.’

‘Whose scream? Roscius, as he fell?’

‘Why, no. Roscia, his daughter. Her bedchamber, the one she shares with her little sister – it’s just within the house, the first doorway down the corridor.’

‘Explain, please.’

Rufus took a deep breath. It was clearly a struggle to keep his muddled thoughts straight. ‘I had already gone to my own bedchamber – the one I always sleep in when I stay over. It’s near the centre of the house, about midway between Caecilia’s chambers and these. I heard a scream, a girl’s scream, followed by loud weeping. I ran from my room and followed it. I found her here on the balcony, shaking and weeping in the moonlight – Roscia Majora. Of course she’d been crying all night, but that hardly explained the scream. When I asked her what was wrong, she shuddered so violently she couldn’t speak. Instead she pointed there, to the spot where Roscius’s body had come to rest.’ He frowned. ‘So I suppose it was actually Roscia who first discovered the body, but I was the one who ran down to have a look.’

I glanced over my shoulder at Tiro, who shook his head sadly. His worst suspicions seemed confirmed. ‘And just how did Roscia happen to be standing here on the very balcony from which her father had fallen?’ I said.

‘I asked her that myself,’ Rufus said, ‘once she was finally able to stop trembling. It seems that she’d just awakened from a bad dream, and she decided to step out onto the balcony for some fresh air. She stood here for a short while, just looking at the full moon, she said, and then she chanced to look down—’

‘And just happened to see her father’s body, fifty feet or more away, amid all the jumble of leaves and grass and stonework?’

‘It wasn’t so unlikely,’ said Rufus defensively. ‘The moon was shining right on the spot, I saw it myself right away when she pointed. And the sight wasn’t pretty, the way his limbs and neck were twisted so unnaturally. . . .’ He stopped and sucked in a breath, suddenly understanding. ‘Oh, Gordianus, you don’t think the girl . . .’

‘Of course she did,’ said Tiro dully from the shadows behind us. ‘The only question is how she managed to lure Sextus out here onto the balcony, though I’m sure that was no challenge to her.’

‘That is not the only question,’ I objected, though it seemed merely pedantic to consider all the possibilities. ‘For example, why did she scream after she pushed him, if indeed she did push him, and especially if it was a premeditated murder? Why did she stay on the balcony until someone could find her?’

Tiro gave a disinterested shrug; his mind was already made up. ‘Because she was shocked at the reality of what she’d done. She’s only a girl, after all, Gordianus, not a hardened assassin. That’s why she was weeping, too, when Rufus came to her; the horror of having actually done it, the relief, the sight of his broken body. . . . Oh, these Roscii! Cousins and brothers and sons and even daughters all desperate to exterminate their own line. I’m sick of them all! Is it a poison in their blood? Some foul imbalance in their humours?’ Tiro shook his head in despair, but when he looked up and I saw his face, half in moonlight, half in shadow, what I read were not thoughts of foulness or horror, but the memory of something irretrievably lost and too painfully sweet to bear.

I turned back to face the abyss, the deep pit of moonlight and shadow into which Sextus Roscius had finally fallen, whether by his own will or by someone else’s. I knelt on one knee before the rail and placed my hands on it. I ran my palms aimlessly over the bevelled surface, almost perfectly smooth except for a few tiny grains of stone that stuck to my hands. A thought struck me.

‘Tiro, bring one of the lamps. Here, hold it just above the railing, where I can have a closer look.’ The light quavered and I looked up to see Tiro blenching at standing so near the edge. ‘If you can’t hold it steady, then hand it to Rufus.’ Tiro surrendered the lamp without hesitation. ‘Here, Rufus,’ I said, ‘follow me and keep the light directly over the railing.’

‘Don’t scrape your nose,’ Rufus said, feeling my excitement and reacting with a joke. ‘What are you looking for, anyway?’

We traversed the full length of the rail twice, without success. I stood up and shrugged. ‘It was only an idea. If Sextus Roscius actually did jump by his own choice, it only makes sense that he might first have stepped onto the railing and jumped from there. I thought perhaps there might be some ghost of a footprint in the fine dust. But no.’

I turned my hands over in the lamplight and looked at the powdery dust on the heels of my palms, flecked here and there with a few grains of gravel that adhered to the flesh. I was about to clap my hands clean when I noticed that one speck of debris was quite different from any of the others. It was larger and glossier, with smooth, sharp edges; instead of a bleached grey, it shone dull red in the lamplight. I turned it over with one finger and saw that it was not a piece of stone at all.

‘What is it?’ whispered Rufus, squinting beside me. ‘Is there blood on it?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘but something the colour of dried blood.’

‘But this is blood!’ said Tiro. While Rufus and I examined the railing, he had taken his own lamp and surveyed the flagstones of the balcony at a safer distance from the edge. At his feet, so insignificant that we had not noticed them before, were a few scattered drops of dark liquid. I knelt and touched them. The beaded drops of blood were dry at the edges but still moist at the centre.

I stepped back and indicated a straight line with my hand.

‘There, on the floor of the balcony, are the drops of blood. There, just before them, is the place on the railing where I found this object.’ I held the red fragment carefully between my finger and thumb. ‘And directly before that, down below, is the spot where Sextus Roscius struck the stairway.’

‘What does it mean?’ asked Rufus.

‘First tell me this: who else has been on this balcony tonight?’

‘Only Roscia and myself, so far as I know. And of course Sextus Roscius.’

‘None of the slaves? Or Roscius’s wife?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Not even Caecilia?’

Rufus shook his head. ‘That I’m sure of. When I brought her the news, she said she wouldn’t even come near this wing of the house. She ordered the slaves to bring Sextus’s body to her sanctum for purification.’

‘I see. Take me to see his body now.’

‘But, Gordianus,’ Tiro pleaded, ‘what have you learned?’

‘That Roscia did not murder her father.’

His brow smoothed with relief, then clouded with sudden doubt. ‘But if he jumped, how can you explain the blood?’

I placed my finger to my lips. Tiro obediently fell silent, but I wasn’t gesturing for him to hush; I was superstitiously kissing the tiny shred of evidence I held between my finger and thumb, and praying that I was not mistaken.

 

The doors to the sanctum of Caecilia’s goddess were tightly shut, but the odour of incense and the wailing of her slave girls penetrated to the corridor without. Ahausarus the eunuch stood guard and sombrely shook his head when we tried to enter. Rufus gripped my arm and pulled me back.

‘Stop, Gordianus. You know the rules of Caecilia’s household. No men are admitted to the goddess’s sanctum.’

‘Unless they’re dead?’ I snapped.

‘Sextus Roscius the son of Sextus Roscius has been claimed by the Goddess,’ crooned Caecilia, who suddenly stood behind us. ‘She has summoned him to her bosom.’

I turned to see a woman transformed. Caecilia stood very straight, with her head thrown proudly back. In place of a stola she wore a loose, flowing gown dyed deepest black. Her hair had been undone for the night and hung over her shoulders in long, crinkled tresses. The various layers of makeup had been washed from her face. Wrinkled and dishevelled, she nevertheless displayed a vigour and a determination that I had not seen in her before. She looked neither angry nor pleased to see us, as if our presence were of no significance.

‘The goddess may have summoned Sextus Roscius,’ I said, ‘but if I may, Caecilia Metella, I should appreciate the opportunity to examine his remains.’

‘Of what possible interest could his body be to you?’

‘There is a mark I wish to search for. For all I know, it’s the mark of the goddess, calling him home.’

‘His body is twisted and broken inside and out,’ Caecilia said, ‘too mangled for the eye to discern any single wound.’

‘But my eye is very keen,’ I said, fixing it on her and refusing to look away.

Caecilia drew herself up, looked at me sidelong, and at last gave her assent with a nod. ‘Ahausarus! Tell the girls to bring Sextus Roscius’s body here into the corridor.’ The eunuch opened the doors and slipped within.

‘Are they strong enough?’ I asked.

‘They were strong enough to bear him up the stairway and through the corridors to this room. The moon is full, Gordianus. The power of the goddess invests them with a strength greater than any man’s.’

A moment later the doors to the sanctum swung open. Six slave girls bore a litter into the corridor and lowered it to the floor.

Tiro hissed and drew back. Even Rufus, who had seen it already, drew in a sharp breath at the sight of what remained of Sextus Roscius. His clothing had been cut away, leaving him naked. The sheet beneath him was soaked with blood. He was covered all over with bruises and gashes. Numerous bones had been broken; in some places they speared through the torn flesh. Some attempt had been made to straighten his limbs, but nothing could be done to disguise the ruin of his skull. He had apparently landed headfirst. His face was a wreckage, and the top of his head was a confusion of blood and phlegm held together by shards of bones. Unable to look at him, Tiro turned his back and Rufus lowered his eyes. Caecilia gazed down steadily at the body with no expression at all.

I knelt and pushed the broken chin aside; cartilage and bone grated beneath my touch. I ran my fingers down the throat, past mottled bruises and clumps of blood, and found what I sought by touch. ‘Rufus, look here, and you too, Tiro. See, where my finger is pointing, the hole in the soft flesh just below the larynx?’

‘It looks like a puncture wound,’ ventured Rufus.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘such as might be made by a very sharp, slender object. And if we turn him on his side – here, Rufus, push with me – I believe we’ll find the exact twin of this wound in the back of Roscius’s neck. Yes, there, see it – just to one side of the spine.’

I stood and wiped my bloodied hands on a cloth offered by one of the slave girls. I choked back an abrupt surge of nausea and caught my breath. ‘A strange wound, wouldn’t you agree, Caecilia Metella? Not at all consistent with a plummeting headfirst collision and a tumble down stone stairs. Nor is it the type of wound that might be made by a knife. It seems to have gone straight through his neck – in the front and out the back, or the other way around, I wonder? Such a sharp, slender object, made of such strong metal that it plunged all the way through and then was pulled free. Such a clean wound that only a few drops of blood fell from the instrument onto the floor of the balcony. Tell me, Caecilia, was your hair already down when you encountered Sextus Roscius on the balcony? Or was it still up in a coil, held in place by one of those long silver pins you wear?’

Rufus gripped my arm. ‘Hush, Gordianus! I told you already, Caecilia was never on the balcony tonight.’

‘Caecilia was never on the balcony after Sextus Roscius fell. But before that – while you made ready to go to bed, Rufus, and Roscia Majora slept? Did he confess his guilt to you freely there on the balcony, Caecilia, or did you happen to overhear him babbling in his drunken stupor?’

Rufus tightened his grip until it began to hurt me. ‘Shut up, Gordianus! Caecilia was never on that balcony tonight!’

I pulled my arm free and stepped towards Caecilia, whose basilisk composure never wavered. ‘But if she was never on that balcony, how is it that I came to find this curious object there, lying on the railing?’ I held up the tiny thing I clutched between my thumb and forefinger. ‘Caecilia, may I see your hand?’

She raised one eyebrow, curious but not much concerned, and extended her right hand to me, palm down. I took it in mine and gently spread her fingers apart. Rufus and Tiro moved in beside me, keeping a respectful distance and peering over my shoulders.

What I sought was not there.

If I was wrong, I had gone too far to cover myself with excuses. An outrageous affront to a Metella was a spectacular way, at least, to destroy one’s reputation and livelihood. I swallowed nervously and looked up into Caecilia’s eyes.

No glint of comprehension sparkled there, no quiver of amusement, but a smile as cold as frost crossed her lips. ‘I think,’ she said in a low, earnest voice, ‘that it must be this hand you wish to examine, Gordianus.’

She placed her left hand in my palm. I sighed with relief.

At the tips of her withered fingers I saw five perfect red-stained nails – perfect except for the nail of her forefinger, which was chipped on one side, leaving a broken gap near the tip. I took the bit of red fingernail I had found on the balcony and placed it into the gap, where it fit as neatly as a nut in a shell.

‘Then you were on the balcony tonight!’ said Rufus.

‘I never told you otherwise.’

‘But – then I think you should explain, Caecilia. I insist!’

It was now I who restrained Rufus, laying my arm gently across his shoulder. ‘No further explanation is called for. Beneath her own roof, Caecilia Metella is hardly obligated to explain her movements. Or her motives, for that matter. Or her methods.’ I looked down at the ruined corpse. ‘Sextus Roscius is dead, claimed by the goddess of this house to satisfy her own vengeance. No further explication is wanted. Unless, of course’ – I cocked my head – ‘the mistress of the house would condescend to explain the facts to three unworthy supplicants who have made a very long and tireless journey in search of the truth.’

Caecilia paused for a long moment. Gazing down at the corpse of Sextus Roscius, she at last allowed her disgust for him to show on her face. ‘Take him away,’ she ordered with a wave of her hand. The slave girls came running to bear the litter back into the sanctum. Clouds of incense roiled from between the doors as they opened and shut. ‘And you, Ahausarus – round up the garden slaves and have them start scrubbing the rear stairway. I want every trace of that man’s blood cleaned away by daybreak. Oversee the work yourself!’

‘But, Mistress—’

‘Go on!’ Caecilia clapped her hands and the eunuch sullenly departed. She then turned a disdainful eye on Tiro. Clearly she wanted no superfluous witnesses to her confession.

‘Please,’ I said, ‘let the slave stay.’

She scowled, but acquiesced. ‘A few moments ago, Gordianus, you asked me whether Sextus filius confessed to his father’s murder, or whether I overheard him. Neither is quite true. It was the Goddess who revealed the truth to me. Not in words and not in a vision. But it was her hand – I’m sure of it – that lifted me tonight from where I had prostrated myself in the sanctum, and led me down the corridors into the quarter of the house where the Roscii are lodged.’

She narrowed her eyes and clasped her hands together. Her voice became low and dreamlike. ‘I came upon Sextus filius in one of the hallways, staggering about in a stupor, too drunk even to notice me in the darkness. He was babbling to himself, alternately weeping and laughing. Laughing because he was acquitted and free. Weeping because of the shame and uselessness of his crime. His thoughts were rambling and disconnected; he would start to say a thing and then stop short, but there was no mistaking the meaning of his ravings. “I killed the old man, killed him as surely as if I’d struck the blows myself,” he kept saying, “arranged for the whole thing and counted the hours until he was dead. Murdered him, murdered my own father! Justice had me in the palm of her hand and I slipped away!”

‘To hear him speak that way made the blood burn in my ears. Imagine what I felt, standing hidden in that dark corridor, listening to Sextus filius confess to his crime with no one but myself to witness it – no one but myself and the Goddess. I felt her within me. I knew what I had to do.

‘It seemed that Sextus was on his way to his daughters’ bedchamber – why, I can’t imagine; he was so drunk I suppose he must have lost his way. He started to step inside, but that would have been no good to me, having him wake the girls. I hissed at him, and he gave a terrible start. I stepped closer and he began to cringe. I told him to step outside onto the balcony.

‘The moonlight was fierce, like the very eye of Diana. She is a huntress indeed this night, and Sextus was her prey. Moonlight captured him like a net. I demanded that he tell me the truth. He stared back at me; I could see that he was judging his chances of lying to me, just as he had lied to everyone else. But the moonlight was too strong. He laughed. He sobbed. He looked into my eyes and said to me: “Yes! Yes, I murdered your old lover! Forgive me!”

‘He turned his back to me. He was still several paces from the edge of the balcony. I knew I could never force him to the rail and over, even as drunk as he was and as strong as the moonlight had made me. I prayed to the Goddess to guide him closer to the rail. But the Goddess had led me so far, and I knew I would have to finish the matter on my own.’

‘So you reached up,’ I said, ‘and pulled the pin from your hair.’

‘Yes, the same one I had worn to the trial, decorated with lapis.’

‘And you drove it clear through his neck, from spine to throat.’

The muscles of her face went slack. Her shoulders slumped. ‘Yes, I suppose I did. He never screamed, only made a strange, gurgling, choking sound. I pulled the pin free; there was hardly any blood on it at all. He reached up to his throat and staggered forwards. He struck the rail, and I thought he would surely fall. But instead he stopped. So I pushed him, with all my strength. He never made a noise. The next thing I heard was the sound of his body striking the stairway below.’

‘And then you fell to your knees,’ I said.

‘Yes, I remember kneeling. . . .’

‘You peered over the edge and clutched the rail – clutched it so hard that you broke a fingernail against the stone.’

‘Perhaps. I don’t remember that.’

‘And what became of the pin?’

She shook her head, confused. ‘I think I must have cast it into the darkness. I suppose it’s lost among the weeds.’ Having told her tale she was suddenly emptied of all her vigour. Her eyes flickered and she drooped like a withered flower. Rufus was instantly at her side. ‘Dear boy,’ she whispered, ‘would you see me to my chambers?’

Tiro and I took our leave without ceremony, to the smell of incense and the muffled wailing of the slaves within the sanctum.

 

‘What a day!’ Tiro sighed as we stepped inside his master’s house. ‘What a night!’

I wearily nodded. ‘And now, if we’re lucky, we might get an hour of sleep before the sun comes up.’

‘Sleep? I can’t possibly sleep. My head is spinning. To think, this morning Sextus Roscius was still alive . . . and Sulla had never heard of Cicero . . . and I honestly believed—’

‘Yes?’

In answer he only shook his head. Cicero had disappointed him terribly, but Tiro would not say a word against him. I followed him into his master’s study, where a lamp had been lit awaiting his return. He glanced about the room and walked to the pile of scrolls that Sulla had knocked from their table.

‘I might as well straighten these now,’ he sighed, kneeling down. ‘Something to do.’

I smiled at his energy. I turned towards the atrium and studied the play of moonlight on the sand. I breathed deep and let out a great yawn.

‘I’ll be leaving with Bethesda tomorrow,’ I said. ‘I suppose I’ll see you then; or perhaps not, if Cicero has some errand for you. It seems long ago that you came to my door, doesn’t it, Tiro, though it’s been only a few days. I can’t remember a case with so many twists and turns. Perhaps Cicero will use me again, or perhaps he won’t. Rome is a small place, in a way, but I might not see you again.’ I suddenly had to clear my throat. It was the moonlight, I thought, making me sentimental. ‘I suppose I should tell you now, Tiro – yes, here and now, while it’s quiet and the two of us are alone – I should tell you that I think you’re an exceedingly fine young man, Tiro. I speak from the heart, and I think Cicero would agree. You’re fortunate to have a master who values you highly. Oh, I know, Cicero may sometimes seem brusque, but – Tiro?’

I turned about to see him lying on his side among the scattered scrolls on the floor, quietly snoring. I smiled and stepped softly towards him. In sleep, beneath the mingled lamplight and moonlight, he looked truly childlike. I knelt and touched the smooth skin of his brow and the shock of soft curls above. I took the scroll that lay in his hand. It was the crumpled copy of Euripides that Sulla had been reading and had thrown across the room. My eyes fell upon the chorus’s summation:

 
The gods have many guises.
The gods bring crises to climax
while man surmises.
The end anticipated
has not been consummated.
But god has found a way
for what no man expected.
So ends the play.
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I was up by mid-morning, despite my late hour to bed. Bethesda was already long awake and had my few things gathered together. She hurried me into my clothes and watched me like a cat while I ate a few bites of bread and cheese; she was ready to be home.

While Bethesda waited impatiently in morning sunlight in the peristyle, Cicero called me into his study. Tiro was asleep in his room, he said, and so Cicero himself took down a box of silver and a bag of loose coins, and counted out my fee, exact to the last sesterce. ‘Hortensius tells me it’s customary to deduct for the meals and lodging I’ve given you,’ he sighed, ‘but I wouldn’t think of it. Instead—’ He smiled and added ten denarii to the pile.

It is not easy to put unpleasant questions to a man who has just paid you a handsome fee, and a substantial bonus as well. I modestly lowered my eyes as I gathered up the coins and said, as offhandedly as I could, ‘There are still a few points, Cicero, that puzzle me. Perhaps you could enlighten me.’

‘Yes?’ His bland smile was infuriating.

‘Am I correct in assuming that you knew much more about this case than you told me when you hired me? That perhaps you even knew about the proscription of Sextus Roscius pater? That you knew Sulla was in some way tied to it all, and that there would be grave and immediate danger to any man investigating the whole squalid affair?’

He shrugged his narrow shoulders. ‘Yes. No. Perhaps. Really, Gordianus, all I had to go on were whispers and fragments; no one would tell me all they knew, just as I didn’t tell you everything I knew. The Metelli thought they could use me. To some extent they did.’

‘Just as you used me – as bait? To see if a stray dog sticking his nose in the Roscius affair would be threatened, attacked, killed? As I very nearly was, more than once.’

Cicero’s eyes flashed, but his smile was indestructible.

‘You’ve emerged unscathed, Gordianus.’

‘Thanks to my wits.’

‘Thanks to my protection.’

‘And does it really not disturb you, Cicero, that the man you defended so successfully was guilty all along?’

‘There is no dishonour in defending a guilty client – ask any advocate. And there is some honour in embarrassing a tyrant.’

‘Murder means nothing to you?’

‘Crime is common. Honour is rare. And now, Gordianus, I really must bid you farewell. You know the way out.’ Cicero turned and walked from the room.

 

The day was warm but not unpleasant. At first Bethesda seemed skittish back in the house on the Esquiline, but soon she was busy going from room to room, restoring the place to her liking. In the afternoon I accompanied her down to the marketplace. The bustle of the Subura swept about me – the cry of the vendors, the odour of fresh meat, the rush of half-familiar faces through the street. I was happy to be home again.

Later, while Bethesda prepared my supper, I took a long, aimless stroll through the neighbourhood, feeling the warm breeze on my face and turning my eyes to the pale golden clouds above. My thoughts drifted to the rooftop of Titus Megarus’s house beneath the stars; to the hot sunlight flooding Cicero’s atrium; to the House of Swans and the depths of Electra’s eyes; to a glimpse of young Roscia’s naked thigh as Tiro desperately clutched her and moaned against her throat; to the broken body of Sextus Roscius, who had brought together all these disparate things and cemented them with his own blood and that of his father.

I felt a pang of hunger and was ready to be home again. I looked around, not recognizing my surroundings for a moment, and then realized I had somehow ended up at the distant mouth of the Narrows. I had not meant to walk so far or to come anywhere near the place. Perhaps there is a god whose guiding hand can fall so lightly on a man’s shoulder that he never knows it.

I turned towards home and began to walk.

I passed no one on the path, but every now and again I heard from windows above the sound of women calling their families to supper. The world seemed peaceful and content, until I heard the stamping of feet behind me.

Many feet, pounding against the paving stones, together with high-pitched shouts that echoed down the Narrows and the clatter of sticks being dragged against the uneven walls. For a moment I couldn’t tell whether the noise came from behind or before me, so strange was the echo. It seemed to draw closer and closer, now from the front, now from the back, as if I had been surrounded on both sides by a shrieking mob.

Sulla lied, I thought. My house on the hill is in flames. Bethesda has been raped and murdered. Now his hired rabble have trapped me in the narrows. They will beat me with sticks. They will tear my body apart. Gordianus the finder will vanish from the earth and no one will know or care except his enemies, who will soon forget.

The noise became shrill and deafening. It came from behind me. The voices I heard were not the voices of men, but of boys. At that moment they appeared around a bend in the Narrows, smiling, screaming, laughing, and waving sticks, tripping over one another as they careened against the walls. They were chasing another boy, smaller than the rest and dressed in a blur of filthy rags, who ran headlong against me and burrowed into my tunic as if I were a tower where he might hide himself.

His pursuers skittered to a halt, tripping against one another, still screaming and laughing and beating their sticks against the walls. ‘He’s ours!’ one of them yelled at me in a shrill voice. ‘Hasn’t got a family hasn’t got a tongue!’

‘His own mother left him,’ yelled another. ‘He’s no better than a slave. Give him back! We were just having some fun with him.’

‘Fun!’ cried the first. ‘Especially the noises he makes! Hit him hard until he tries to cry “stop,” and only a croak comes out!’

I looked down at the squirming mass of rags and sinew in my arms. The child looked up at me, fearful, doubting, suddenly jubilant when he recognized me. It was the mute boy, Eco, abandoned by the widow Polia.

I looked up at the shrill, screaming gang of boys. Something monstrous must have passed across my face; the nearest of them backed away and blanched as I gently thrust Eco aside. Some of the boys looked frightened. Others looked surly and ready for a fight.

I reached into my tunic, where I had never ceased to carry his knife, day by day, since the hour he had given it to me. He thinks we bring justice, Tiro. I pulled it out. The boys opened their eyes wide and tripped over one another in a rush to escape. I heard them for a long time, laughing, screaming, and raking their sticks against the walls as they retreated.

Eco reached up, grasping for the handle. I let him take it. There were still a few flecks of Mallius Glaucia’s blood on the blade. Eco saw them and squealed with satisfaction.

He looked up at me inquiringly with a grimace on his dirty face as he pantomimed stabbing the air. I nodded my head.

‘Yes,’ I whispered, ‘your revenge. With your dagger and my own hand I avenged you.’ He stared at the blade and parted his lips in a thrill of rapture.

Mallius Glaucia had been one of the men who raped his mother; now Glaucia was dead by the mute boy’s blade. What matter that I would never have killed Glaucia had I any other choice, not even for the boy’s sake? What matter that Glaucia – giant, lumbering, blood-mad Glaucia – was only a dwarf among giants compared to the Roscii? Or that the Roscii were only children in the lap of a man like Chrysogonus? Or that Chrysogonus was but a toy for Lucius Sulla? Or that Sulla was only an unravelled thread in the gold and blood-red scheme that had been woven for centuries by families like the Metelli, who by their tireless plotting could rightfully claim to have made Rome everything it was today? In their Republic even a tongueless beggar boy could have pretensions to Roman dignity, and the sight of a petty criminal’s blood on his very own blade made him squeal with excitement. Had I delivered the head of Sulla on a platter, the child could not have been more pleased.

I reached into my purse and offered him a coin, but he ignored it, clasping his knife with both hands and dancing in a circle around it. I slipped the coin back into my purse and turned away.

I had walked only a few steps before I stopped and looked back. The boy stood as still as a statue, clutching his dagger and looking after me with solemn eyes. We stared at each other for a long moment. Finally I extended my hand, and Eco came running.

We walked through the Narrows hand in hand, down the crowded Subura Way and up the narrow path. When I stepped into my house, I shouted to Bethesda that there would be another mouth to feed.
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Readers of historical novels who habitually read the afterword ahead of the text should know that Roman Blood is also a mystery; certain matters germane to its solution are discussed here, if only obliquely. Caveat lector.

Our chief sources for the life of Sulla are Plutarch’s biography, which is typically full of gossip, scandal, and hocus pocus – in other words, a good read – and Sallust’s Bellum Iugurthinum (Jugurthine War), which recounts Sulla’s African exploits with Kiplingesque verve. There are also numerous references in the works of contemporary Republican writers, especially Cicero, who seems never to have tired of holding up Sulla as a symbol of vice against whom the standard-bearer of virtue (Cicero) could be compared. Sulla’s own autobiography is lost, a cause for some regret. Given what we know of his character, it seems unlikely that his memoirs could have been as spellbinding as those of Caesar or as unconsciously revealing as those of Cicero, but they must surely have been more lively and more literate than those of our own political leaders.

For the trial of Sextus Roscius, we have the text of Cicero’s defence. It is a long document, and to the extent that I have compressed and adapted it, I do not feel I have taken any undue liberties. Historians agree that Cicero’s original, spoken orations by no means corresponded exactly to the published versions handed down to us, which Cicero (and Tiro) revised and embellished after the fact, often for political purposes. There is considerable doubt, for example, that certain satirical jabs at Sulla found in the written text of the Pro Sexto Roscio Amerino would actually have been spoken from the Rostra while the dictator was still alive. However, certain of Cicero’s rhetorical flourishes, as reproduced here, are absolutely authentic; I would never have dared to invent the melodramatic ‘by Hercules!’ to which Cicero resorted more frequently in his own writings than I have allowed him to do in Roman Blood.

The known details of the murder case are all supplied by Cicero; the prosecutor’s speech has not survived and its main points can only be inferred from Cicero’s rebuttals. In drawing certain conclusions about innocence and guilt that go beyond the judgment of the original court, I have gone out on a limb, but not, I think, unreasonably far. Cicero was not above defending a guilty client; he could take considerable pride in doing so and could boast, as he did after the trial of Cluentius, of having thrown dust in the judges’ eyes. Curiously, he speaks on the issue of defending guilty men in his treatise De Officiis (On Duties), and almost immediately (consciously or unconsciously) brings up the matter of Sextus Roscius.

 
But there is no need, on the other hand, to have any scruples about defending a person who is guilty – provided that he is not really a depraved or wicked character. For popular sentiment requires this; it is sanctioned by custom and conforms with human decency. The judges’ business, in every trial, is to discover the truth. As for the counsel, however, he may on occasion have to base his advocacy on points which look like the truth, even if they do not correspond with it exactly. But I confess I should not have the nerve to be saying such things, especially in a philosophical treatise, unless Panaetius, the most authoritative of Stoics, had spoken to the same effect. The greatest renown, the profoundest gratitude, is won by speeches defending people. These considerations particularly apply when, as sometimes happens, the defendant is evidently the victim of oppression and persecution at the hands of some powerful and formidable personage. That is the sort of case I have often taken on. For example, when I was young, I spoke up for Sextus Roscius of Ameria against the tyrannical might of the dictator Sulla.
 

Cicero is best read between the lines, especially when he hammers hardest upon his own boldness and sincerity.

As for the high-level intrigue behind the trial, I have taken some cues from ideas in Arthur D. Kahn’s monumentally detailed The Education of Julius Caesar (Schocken Books, 1986), a radically revisionist view of political wheeling and dealing in the late Roman Republic as seen from the perspective of a citizen-survivor of the Republic of McCarthy, Nixon, Reagan, et alia. I should also mention the prolific Michal Grant, whose translation of Cicero’s Murder Trials (Penguin Books, 1975) first set me on the trail of Sextus Roscius.

Metrobius’s song in chapter 26 is original. The anonymous ditty about sundials (chapter 9) and the passage from Euripides (chapter 33) are my own adaptations.

‘Every detective story writer makes mistakes, of course, and none will ever know so much as he should.’ Raymond Chandler’s dictum is doubly true when the setting is historical. I want to thank all those who helped to eliminate anachronisms from the original manuscript, including my brother Ronald Saylor, an expert on ancient glassware; a certain classicist who prefers to be anonymous; and the attentive copy editors at St Martin’s Press. My thanks also to Pat Urquhart, who gave technical advice on the map; Scott Winnett, for his practical advice on publishing in the mystery genre; John Preston, who appeared like a deus ex machina when the manuscript was finished and literally whisked it into the right hands; Terri Odom, who helped batten the hatches on the Roman galleys; and my erudite editor, Michael Denneny.

A final acknowledgment: to my friend Penni Kimmel, a perceptive student of mysteries modern, not ancient, who meticulously studied my first draft and delivered invaluable oracles in the form of yellow Post-its. Without her sybilline interventions, a wretched girl might have needlessly suffered, a wicked man might have gone unpunished, and a lost boy might have wandered silent and lonely forever in the dark, dingy alleys of the Subura. Culpam poena premit comes; but also, miseris succurere disco. Or in plain English: punishment follows hard on crime, yet I learn to comfort the wretched.
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FOREWORD

 



 

Gordianus the Finder, detective of Ancient Rome, was introduced in Roman Blood, the first in a series of novels that have come to be called collectively Roma Sub Rosa.

Roman Blood was set in 80 BC, during the aftermath of a bloody civil war that left the dictator Sulla temporarily in command of the Roman Republic. The story recounts the trial in which the young orator Cicero first made his mark in the Roman courts, defending a man accused of parricide. It was Gordianus, a man of thirty with a peculiar pedigree for digging up dirt, whom Cicero called upon to help him uncover the truth.

The next novel in the series, Arms of Nemesis, was set during the chaos of the Spartacus slave revolt in 72 BC. Thus, between Roman Blood and Arms of Nemesis, there was an eight-year gap in Gordianus’ career. Curious readers have asked what was Gordianus up to during those intervening, ‘missing’ eight years?

The answer – or at least parts of the answer – will be found in this book. Chronologically, it should be placed second in the series. It collects the investigations of Gordianus the Finder (those which have so far been recounted) between the years 80 and 72 BC – after Roman Blood and before Arms of Nemesis.

As you will see, there was no shortage of murders, kidnappings, ghostly hauntings, disappearances, decapitations, sacrileges, thefts, will-tamperings and other sundry mysteries to be solved during those years.

At Gordianus’ side in several of these stories, rapidly growing up, is Eco, the mute boy he met in Roman Blood. Also here is Bethesda, Gordianus’s Jewish-Egyptian concubine, who proves to have crime-solving abilities of her own. One story explains how Gordianus acquired his loyal bodyguard, Belbo. Another looks back to one of Gordianus’ earliest adventures as a footloose young man in Alexandria. Cicero and Catilina play important roles; Marcus Crassus and the young Julius Caesar loom just offstage.

Here readers will discover the origin of Gordianus’ friendship with his patrician benefactor, Lucius Claudius. The Etruscan farm which Gordianus visits in ‘King Bee and Honey’ is the same farm he will later inherit, in Catilina’s Riddle. The house on the Palatine Hill which he visits in ‘The Disappearance of the Saturnalia Silver’ and ‘The Alexandrian Cat’ is the very house he himself will one day live in.

The stories are presented in chronological order. Readers who enjoy history as much as mystery will find a detailed chronology at the back of the book, along with some notes on historical sources.




DEATH WEARS A MASK

 



 

‘Eco,’ I said, ‘do you mean to tell me that you have never seen a play?’

He looked up at me with his big brown eyes and shook his head.

‘Never laughed at the bumbling slaves who have a falling-out? Never swooned to see the young heroine abducted by pirates? Never thrilled at the discovery that our hero is the secret heir to a vast fortune?’

Eco’s eyes grew even larger, and he shook his head more vigorously.

‘Then there must be a remedy, this very day!’ I said.

It was the Ides of September, and a more beautiful autumn day the gods had never fashioned. The sun shone warmly on the narrow streets and gurgling fountains of Rome; a light breeze swept up from the Tiber, cooling the seven hills; the sky above was a bowl of purest azure, without a single cloud. It was the twelfth day of the sixteen days set aside each year for the Roman Festival, the city’s oldest public holiday. Perhaps Jupiter himself had decreed that the weather should be so perfect; the holiday was in his honour.

For Eco, the festival had been an endless orgy of discoveries. He had seen his first chariot race in the Circus Maximus, had watched wrestlers and boxers in the public squares, had eaten his first calf’s-brain-and-almond sausage from a street vendor. The race had thrilled him, mostly because he thought the horses so beautiful; the pugilists had bored him, since he had seen plenty of brawling in public before; the sausage had not agreed with him (or perhaps his problem was the spiced green apples on which he gorged himself afterwards).

It was four months since I had rescued Eco in an alley in the Subura, from a gang of boys pursuing him with sticks and cruel jeers. I knew a little of his history, having met him briefly in my investigations for Cicero that spring. Apparently his widowed mother had chosen to abandon little Eco in her desperation, leaving him to fend for himself. What else could I do but take him home with me?

He struck me as exceedingly clever for a boy of ten. I knew he was ten, because whenever he was asked, he held up ten fingers. Eco could hear (and add) perfectly well, even if his tongue was useless.

At first, his muteness was a great handicap for us both. (He had not been born mute, but had been made that way, apparently by the same fever that claimed his father’s life.) Eco is a skilful mime, to be sure, but gestures can convey only so much. Someone had taught him the letters, but he could read and write only the simplest words. I had begun to teach him myself, but the going was made harder by his speechlessness.

His practical knowledge of the streets of Rome was deep but narrow. He knew all the back entrances to all the shops in the Subura, and where the fish and meat vendors down by the Tiber left their scraps at the end of the day. But he had never been to the Forum or the Circus Maximus, had never heard a politician declaim (lucky boy!) or witnessed the spectacle of the theatre. I spent many hours showing him the city that summer, rediscovering its marvels through the wide eyes of a ten-year-old boy.

So it was that, on the twelfth day of the Roman Festival, when a crier came running through the streets announcing that the company of Quintus Roscius would be performing in an hour, I determined that we should not miss it.

‘Ah, the company of Roscius the Comedian!’ I said. ‘The magistrates in charge of the festival have spared no expense. There is no more famous actor today than Quintus Roscius, and no more renowned troupe of performers than his!’

We made our way from the Subura down to the Forum, where holiday crowds thronged the open squares. Between the Temple of Jupiter and the Senian Baths, a makeshift theatre had been erected. Rows of benches were set before a wooden stage that had been raised in the narrow space between the brick walls.

‘Some day,’ I remarked, ‘a rabble-rousing politician will build the first permanent theatre in Rome. Imagine that, a proper Grecian-style theatre made of stone, as sturdy as a temple! The old-fashioned moralists will be scandalized – they hate the theatre because it comes from Greece, and they think that all things Greek must be decadent and dangerous. Ah, we’re early – we shall have good seats.’

The usher led us to an aisle seat on a bench five rows back from the stage. The first four rows had been partitioned by a rope of purple cloth, set aside for those of senatorial rank. Occasionally the usher tromped down the aisle, followed by some toga-clad magistrate and his party, and pulled aside the rope to allow them access to the benches.

While the theatre slowly filled around us, I pointed out to Eco the details of the stage. Before the first row of benches there was a small open space, the orchestra, where the musicians would play; three steps at either side led up to the stage itself. Behind the stage and enclosing it on either side was a screen of wood with a folding door in the middle and other doors set into the left and right wings. Through these doors the actors would enter and exit. Out of sight, behind the stage, the musicians could be heard warming up their pipes, trilling snatches of familiar tunes.

‘Gordianus!’

I turned to see a tall, thin figure looming over us.

‘Statilius!’ I cried. ‘It’s good to see you.’

‘And you as well. But who is this?’ He ruffled Eco’s mop of brown hair with his long fingers.

‘This is Eco,’ I said.

‘A long-lost nephew?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Ah, an indiscretion from the past?’ Statilius raised an eyebrow.

‘Not that, either.’ My face turned hot. And yet I suddenly wondered how it would feel to say, ‘Yes, this is my son.’ Not for the first time I considered the possibility of adopting Eco legally – and as quickly banished the thought from my mind. A man like myself, who often risks death, has no business becoming a father; so I told myself. If I truly wanted sons, I could have married a proper Roman wife long ago and had a houseful by now. I quickly changed the subject.

‘But Statilius, where is your costume and your mask? Why aren’t you backstage, getting ready?’ I had known Statilius since we were boys; he had become an actor in his youth, joining first one company and then another, always seeking the training of established comedians. The great Roscius had taken him on a year before.

‘Oh, I still have plenty of time to get ready.’

‘And how is life in the company of the greatest actor in Rome?’

‘Wonderful, of course!’

I frowned at the note of false bravado in his voice.

‘Ah, Gordianus, you always could see through me. Not wonderful, then – terrible! Roscius – what a monster! Brilliant, to be sure, but a beast! If I were a slave I’d be covered with bruises. Instead, he whips me with his tongue. What a taskmaster! The man is relentless, and never satisfied. He makes a man feel no better than a worm. The galleys or the mines could hardly be worse. Is it my fault that I’ve grown too old to play heroines and haven’t yet the proper voice to be an old miser or a braggart soldier? Ah, perhaps Roscius is right. I’m useless – talentless – I bring the whole company into disrepute.’

‘Actors are all alike,’ I whispered to Eco. ‘They need more coddling than babies.’ Then to Statilius: ‘Nonsense! I saw you in the spring, at the Festival of the Great Mother, when Roscius put on The Brothers Menaechmus. You were brilliant playing the twins.’

‘Do you really think so?’

‘I swear it. I laughed so hard I almost fell off the bench.’

He brightened a bit, then frowned. ‘I wish that Roscius thought so. Today I was all set to play Euclio, the old miser – ’

‘Ah, then we’re seeing The Pot of Gold?’

‘Yes.’

‘One of my favourite plays, Eco. Quite possibly Plautus’s funniest comedy. Crude, yet satisfying – ’

‘I was to play Euclio,’ Statilius said rather sharply, drawing the conversation back to himself, ‘when suddenly, this morning, Roscius explodes into a rage and says that I have the role all wrong, and that he can’t suffer the humiliation of seeing me bungle it in front of all Rome. Instead I’ll be Megadorus, the next-door neighbour.’

‘Another fine role,’ I said, trying to remember it.

‘Fah! And who gets the plum role of Euclio? That parasite Panurgus – a mere slave, with no more comic timing than a slug!’ He abruptly stiffened. ‘Oh no, what’s this?’

I followed his gaze to the outer aisle, where the usher was leading a burly, bearded man towards the front of the theatre. A blond giant with a scar across his nose followed close behind – the bearded man’s bodyguard; I know a hired ruffian from the Subura when I see one. The usher led them to the far end of our bench; they stepped into the gap and headed towards us to take the empty spot beside Eco.

Statilius bent low to hide himself and groaned into my ear. ‘As if I hadn’t enough worries – it’s that awful moneylender Flavius and one of his hired bullies. The only man in Rome who’s more of a monster than Roscius.’

‘And just how much do you owe this Flavius?’ I began to say, when suddenly, from backstage, a roaring voice rose above the discordant pipes.

‘Fool! Incompetent! Don’t come to me now saying you can’t remember the lines!’

‘Roscius,’ Statilius whispered, ‘screaming at Panurgus, I hope. The man’s temper is terrible.’

The central door on the stage flew open, revealing a short, stocky man already dressed for the stage, wearing a splendid cloak of rich white fabric. His lumpy, scowling face was the sort to send terror into an underling’s soul, yet this was, by universal acclaim, the funniest man in Rome. His legendary squint made his eyes almost invisible, but when he looked in our direction, I felt as if a dagger had been thrown past my ear and into the heart of Statilius.

‘And you!’ he bellowed. ‘Where have you been? Backstage, immediately! No, don’t bother to go the long way round – backstage, now!’ He gave commands as if he were speaking to a dog.

Statilius hurried up the aisle, leaped onto the stage and disappeared backstage, closing the door behind him – but not, I noticed, before casting a furtive glance at the newcomer who had just seated himself beside Eco. I turned and looked at Flavius the moneylender, who returned my curious gaze with a scowl. He did not look like a man in the proper mood for a comedy.

I cleared my throat. ‘Today you’ll see The Pot of Gold,’ I said pleasantly, leaning past Eco towards the newcomers. Flavius gave a start and wrinkled his bushy brows. ‘One of Plautus’ very best plays, don’t you think?’

Flavius parted his lips and peered at me suspiciously. The blond bodyguard looked at me with an expression of supreme stupidity.

I shrugged and turned my attention elsewhere.

From the open square behind us, the crier made his last announcement. The benches filled rapidly. Latecomers and slaves stood wherever they could, crowding together on tiptoe. Two musicians stepped onto the stage and descended to the orchestra, where they began to blow upon their long pipes.

A murmur of recognition passed through the crowd at the familiar strains of the miser Euclio’s theme, the first indication of the play we were about to see. Meanwhile the usher and the crier moved up and down the aisles, playfully hushing the noisier members of the audience.

At length the overture was finished. The central door on the stage rattled open. Out stepped Roscius, wearing his sumptuous white cloak, his head obscured by a mask of grotesque, happy countenance. Through the holes I glimpsed his squinting eyes; his mellow voice resonated throughout the theatre.

‘In case you don’t know who I am, let me briefly introduce myself,’ he said. ‘I am the Guardian Spirit of this house – Euclio’s house. I have been in charge of this place now for a great many years . . .’ He proceeded to deliver the prologue, giving the audience a starting point for the familiar story – how the grandfather of Euclio had hidden a pot of gold beneath the floorboards of the house, how Euclio had a daughter who was in love with the next-door neighbour’s nephew and needed only a dowry to be happily married, and how he, the Guardian Spirit, intended to guide the greedy Euclio to the pot of gold and so set events in motion.

I glanced at Eco, who stared up at the masked figure enraptured, hanging on every word. Beside him, the moneylender Flavius wore the same unhappy scowl as before. The blond bodyguard sat with his mouth open, and occasionally reached up to pick at the scar across his nose.

A muffled commotion was heard from backstage. ‘Ah,’ said Roscius in a theatrical whisper, ‘there’s old Euclio now, pitching a fit as usual. The greedy miser must have located the pot of gold by now, and he wants to count his fortune in secret, so he’s turning the old housekeeper out of the house.’ He quietly withdrew through the door in the right wing.

Through the central door emerged a figure wearing an old man’s mask and dressed in bright yellow, the traditional colour for greed. This was Panurgus, the slave-actor, taking the plum leading role of the miser Euclio. Behind him he dragged another actor, dressed as a lowly female slave, and flung him to the middle of the stage. ‘Get out!’ he shouted. ‘Out! By Hades, out with you, you old snooping bag of bones!’

Statilius had been wrong to disparage Panurgus’ comic gifts; already I heard guffaws and laughter around me.

‘What have I done? What? What?’ cried the other actor. His grimacing feminine mask was surmounted by a hideous tangled wig. His gown was in tatters about his knobby knees. ‘Why are you beating a long-suffering old hag?’

‘To give you something to be long-suffering about, that’s why! And to make you suffer as much as I do, just looking at you!’ Panurgus and his fellow actor scurried about the stage, to the uproarious amusement of the audience. Eco bounced up and down on the bench and clapped his hands. The moneylender and his bodyguard sat with their arms crossed, unimpressed.

 

HOUSEKEEPER: But why must you drive me out of the house?

EUCLIO: Why? Since when do I have to give you a reason? You’re asking for a fresh crop of bruises!

HOUSEKEEPER: Let the gods send me jumping off a cliff if I’ll put up with this sort of slavery any longer!

EUCLIO: What’s she muttering to herself? I’ve a good mind to poke your eyes out, you damned witch!

 

At length the slave woman disappeared and the miser went back into his house to count his money; the neighbour Megadorus and his sister Eunomia occupied the stage. From the voice, it seemed to me that the sister was played by the same actor who had performed the cringing slave woman; no doubt he specialized in female characters. My friend Statilius, as Megadorus, performed adequately, I thought, but he was not in the same class with Roscius, or even with his rival Panurgus. His comic turns inspired polite guffaws, not raucous laughter.

 

EUNOMIA: Dear brother, I’ve asked you out of the house to have a little talk about your private affairs.

MEGADORUS: How sweet! You are as thoughtful as you are beautiful. I kiss your hand.

EUNOMIA: What? Are you talking to someone behind me?

MEGADORUS: Of course not. You’re the prettiest woman I know!

EUNOMIA: Don’t be absurd. Every woman is uglier than every other, in one way or another.

MEGADORUS: Mmm, but of course; whatever you say . . .

EUNOMIA: Now give me your attention. Brother dear, I should like to see you married –

MEGADORUS: Help! Murder! Ruin!

EUNOMIA: Oh, quiet down!

 

Even this exchange, usually so pleasing to the crowd, evoked only lukewarm titters. My attention strayed to Statilius’ costume, made of sumptuous blue wool embroidered with yellow, and to his mask, with its absurdly quizzical eyebrows. Alas, I thought, it is a bad sign when a comedian’s costume is of greater interest than his delivery. Poor Statilius had found a place with the most respected acting troupe in Rome, but he did not shine there. No wonder the demanding Roscius was so intolerant of him!

Even Eco grew restless. Next to him, the moneylender Flavius leaned over to whisper something in the ear of his blond bodyguard – disparaging the talents of the actor who owed him money, I thought.

At length the sister exited; the miser returned to converse with his neighbour. Seeing the two of them together on the stage – Statilius and his rival, Panurgus – the gulf between their talents was painfully clear. Panurgus as Euclio stole the scene completely, and not just because his lines were better.

 

EUCLIO: So you wish to marry my daughter. Good enough – but you must know I haven’t so much as a copper to donate to her dowry.

MEGADORUS: I don’t expect even half a copper. Her virtue and good name are quite enough.

EUCLIO: I mean to say, it’s not as if I’d just happened to have found some, oh, buried treasure in my house . . . say, a pot of gold buried by my grandfather, or –

MEGADORUS: Of course not – how ridiculous! Say no more. You’ll give your daughter to me, then?

EUCLIO: Agreed. But what’s that? Oh no, I’m ruined!

MEGADORUS: Jupiter Almighty, what’s wrong?

EUCLIO: I thought I heard a spade . . . someone digging . . .

MEGADORUS: Why, it’s only a slave I’ve got digging up some roots in my garden. Calm down, good neighbour . . .

 

I inwardly groaned for my friend Statilius; but if his delivery was flat, he had learned to follow the master’s stage directions without a misstep. Roscius was famous not only for embellishing the old comedies with colourful costumes and masks to delight the eyes, but for choreographing the movements of his actors.

Statilius and Panurgus were never static on the stage, like the actors in inferior companies. They circled one another in a constant comic dance, a swirl of blue and yellow.

Eco tugged at my sleeve. With a shrug of his Shoulder he gestured to the men beside him. Flavius was again whispering in the bodyguard’s ear; the big blond was wrinkling his eyebrows, perplexed. Then he rose and lumbered towards the aisle. Eco drew up his feet, but I was too slow. The monster stepped on my foot. I let out a howl. Others around me started doing the same, thinking I was badgering the actors. The blond giant made no apology at all.

Eco tugged at my sleeve. ‘Let it go, Eco,’ I said. ‘One must learn to live with rudeness in the theatre.’

He only rolled his eyes and crossed his arms in exasperation. I knew that gesture: if only he could speak!

On the stage, the two neighbours concluded their plans for Megadorus to wed the daughter of Euclio; with a shrilling of pipes and the tinkling of cymbals, they left the stage and the first act was done.

The pipe players introduced a new theme. After a moment, two new characters appeared on stage. These were the quarrelling cooks, summoned to prepare the wedding feast. A Roman audience delights in jokes about food and gluttony, the cruder the better. While I groaned at the awful puns, Eco laughed aloud, making a hoarse, barking sound.

In the midst of the gaiety, my blood turned cold. Above the laughter, I heard a scream.

It was not a woman’s scream, but a man’s. Not a scream of fear, but of pain.

I looked at Eco, who looked back at me. He had heard it, too. No one else in the audience seemed to have noticed, but the actors on stage must have heard something. They bungled their lines and turned uncertainly towards the door, stepping on one another’s feet. The audience only laughed harder at their clumsiness.

The quarrelling cooks came to the end of their scene and disappeared backstage.

The stage was empty. There was a pause that grew longer and longer. Strange, unaccountable noises came from backstage – muffled gasps, confused shuffling, a loud shout. The audience began to murmur and shift restlessly on the benches.

At last the door from the left wing opened. Onto the stage stepped a figure wearing the mask of the miser Euclio. He was dressed in bright yellow as before, but it was a different cloak. He threw his hands in the air. ‘Disaster!’ he cried. I felt a cold shiver down my spine.

‘Disaster!’ he said again. ‘A daughter’s marriage is a disaster! How can any man afford it? I’ve just come back from the market, and you wouldn’t believe what they’re charging for lamb – an arm and a leg for an arm and a leg, that’s what they want . . .’

The character was miserly Euclio, but the actor was no longer Panurgus; it was Roscius behind the mask. The audience seemed not to notice the substitution, or at least not to mind it; they started laughing almost immediately at the spectacle of poor Euclio befuddled by his own stinginess.

Roscius delivered the lines flawlessly, with the practised comic timing that comes from having played a role many times, but I thought I heard a strange quavering in his voice. When he turned so that I could glimpse his eyes within the mask, I saw no sign of his famous squint. His eyes were wide with alarm. Was this Roscius the actor, frightened of something very real – or Euclio, afraid that the squabbling cooks would find his treasure?

‘What’s that shouting from the kitchen?’ he cried. ‘Oh no, they’re calling for a bigger pot to put the chicken in! Oh, my pot of gold!’ He ran through the door backstage, almost tripping over his yellow cloak. There followed a cacophony of crashing pots.

The central door was thrown open. One of the cooks emerged onstage, crying out in a panic: ‘Help, help, help!’

It was the voice of Statilius! I stiffened and started to stand, but the words were only part of the play. ‘It’s a madhouse in there,’ he cried, straightening his mask. He jumped from the stage and ran into the audience. ‘The miser Euclio’s gone mad! He’s beating us over the head with pots and pans! Citizens, come to our rescue!’ He whirled about the central aisle until he came to a halt beside me. He bent low and spoke through his teeth so that only I could hear.

‘Gordianus! Come backstage, now!’

I gave a start. Through the mask I looked into Statilius’ anxious eyes.

‘Backstage!’ he hissed. ‘Come quick! A dagger – blood – Panurgus – murder!’

 

From beyond the maze of screens and awnings and platforms I occasionally heard the playing of the pipes and actors’ voices raised in argument, followed by the muffled roar of the audience laughing. Backstage, the company of Quintus Roscius ran about in a panic, changing costumes, fitting masks onto one another’s heads, mumbling lines beneath their breath, sniping at each other or exchanging words of encouragement, and in every other way trying to act as if this were simply another hectic performance and a corpse was not lying in their midst.

The body was that of the slave Panurgus. He lay on his back in a secluded little alcove in the alley that ran behind the Temple of Jupiter. The place was a public privy, one of many built in out-of-the-way nooks on the perimeter of the Forum. Screened by two walls, a sloping floor tilted to a hole that emptied into the Cloaca Maxima. Panurgus had apparently come here to relieve himself between scenes. Now he lay dead with a knife plunged squarely into his chest. Above his heart a large red circle stained his bright yellow costume. A sluggish stream of blood trickled across the tiles and ran down the drain.

He was older than I had thought, almost as old as his master, with grey in his hair and a wrinkled forehead. His mouth and eyes were open wide in shock; his eyes were green, and in death they glittered dully like uncut emeralds.

Eco gazed down at the body and reached up to grasp my hand. Statilius ran up beside us. He was dressed again in blue and held the mask of Megadorus in his hands. His face was ashen. ‘Madness,’ he whispered. ‘Bloody madness.’

‘Shouldn’t the play be stopped?’

‘Roscius refuses. Not for a slave, he says. And he doesn’t dare tell the crowd. Imagine: a murder, backstage, in the middle of our performance, on a holiday consecrated to Jupiter himself, in the very shadow of the god’s temple – what an omen! What magistrate would ever hire Roscius and the company again? No, the show goes on – even though we must somehow figure out how to fill nine roles with five actors instead of six. Oh dear, and I’ve never learned the nephew’s lines . . .’

‘Statilius!’ It was Roscius, returning from the stage. He threw off the mask of Euclio. His own face was almost as grotesque, contorted with fury. ‘What do you think you’re doing, standing there mumbling? If I’m playing Euclio, you have to play the nephew!’ He rubbed his squinting eyes, then slapped his forehead. ‘But no, that’s impossible – Megadorus and the nephew must be onstage at the same time. What a disaster! Jupiter, why me?’

The actors circled one another like frenzied bees. The dressers hovered about them uncertainly, as useless as drones. All was chaos in the company of Quintus Roscius.

I looked down at the bloodless face of Panurgus, who was beyond caring. All men become the same in death, whether slave or citizen, Roman or Greek, genius or pretender.

 

At last the play was over. The old bachelor Megadorus had escaped the clutches of marriage; miserly Euclio had lost and then recovered his pot of gold; the honest slave who restored it to him had been set free; the quarrelling cooks had been paid by Megadorus and sent on their way; and the young lovers had been joyously betrothed. How this was accomplished under the circumstances, I do not know. By some miracle of the theatre, everything came off without a hitch. The cast assembled together on the stage to roaring applause, and then returned backstage, their exhilaration at once replaced by the grim reality of the death among them.

‘Madness,’ Statilius said again, hovering over the corpse. Knowing how he felt about his rival, I had to wonder if he was not secretly gloating. He seemed genuinely shocked, but that, after all, could have been acting.

‘And who is this?’ barked Roscius, tearing off the yellow cloak he had assumed to play the miser.

‘My name is Gordianus. Men call me the Finder.’

Roscius raised an eyebrow and nodded. ‘Ah, yes, I’ve heard of you. Last spring – the case of Sextus Roscius; no relation to myself, I’m glad to say, or very distant, anyway. You earned yourself a name with parties on both sides of that affair.’

Knowing the actor was an intimate of the dictator Sulla, whom I had grossly offended, I only nodded.

‘So what are you doing here?’ Roscius demanded.

‘It was I who told him,’ said Statilius helplessly. ‘I asked him to come backstage. It was the first thing I thought of.’

‘You invited an outsider to intrude on this tragedy, Statilius? Fool! What’s to keep him from standing in the Forum and announcing the news to everyone who passes? The scandal will be disastrous.’

‘I assure you, I can be quite discreet – for a client,’ I said.

‘Oh, I see,’ said Roscius, squinting at me shrewdly. ‘But perhaps that’s not a bad idea, provided you could actually be of some help.’

‘I think I might,’ I said modestly, already calculating a fee. Roscius was, after all, the most highly paid actor in the world. Rumour claimed he made as much as half a million sesterces in a single year. He could afford to be generous.

He looked down at the corpse and shook his head bitterly. ‘One of my most promising pupils. Not just a gifted artist, but a valuable piece of property. But why should anyone murder the slave? Panurgus had no vices, no politics, no enemies.’

‘It’s a rare man who has no enemies,’ I said. I could not help but glance at Statilius, who hurriedly looked away.

There was a commotion among the gathered actors and stagehands. The crowd parted to admit a tall, cadaverous figure with a shock of red hair.

‘Chaerea! Where have you been?’ growled Roscius.

The newcomer looked down his long nose, first at the corpse, then at Roscius. ‘Drove down from my villa at Fidenae,’ he snapped tersely. ‘Axle on the chariot broke. Missed more than the play, it appears.’

‘Gaius Fannius Chaerea,’ whispered Statilius in my ear. ‘He was Panurgus’ original owner. When he saw the slave had comic gifts he handed him over to Roscius to train him, as part-owner.’

‘They don’t seem friendly,’ I whispered back.

‘They’ve been feuding over how to calculate the profits from Panurgus’s performances . . .’

‘So, Quintus Roscius,’ sniffed Chaerea, tilting his nose even higher, ‘this is how you take care of our common property. Bad management, I say. Slave’s worthless, now. I’ll send you a bill for my share.’

‘What? You think I’m responsible for this?’ Roscius squinted fiercely.

‘Slave was in your care; now he’s dead. Theatre people! So irresponsible.’ Chaerea ran his bony fingers through his orange mane and shrugged haughtily before turning his back. ‘Expect my bill tomorrow,’ he said, stepping through the crowd to join a coterie of attendants waiting in the alley. ‘Or I’ll see you in court.’

‘Outrageous!’ said Roscius. ‘You!’ He pointed a stubby finger at me. ‘This is your job! Find out who did this, and why. If it was a slave or a pauper, I’ll have him torn apart. If it was a rich man, I’ll sue him blind for destroying my property. I’ll go to Hades before I give Chaerea the satisfaction of saying this was my fault!’

I accepted the job with a grave nod, and tried not to smile. I could almost feel the rain of glittering silver on my head. Then I glimpsed the contorted face of the dead Panurgus, and felt the fall gravity of my commission. For a dead slave in Rome, there is seldom any attempt to find justice. I would find the killer, I silently vowed, not for Roscius and his silver, but to honour the shade of an artist cruelly cut down in his prime.

‘Very well, Roscius. I’ll need to ask some questions. See that no one in the company leaves until I’m done. I’d like to talk with you in private first. Perhaps a cup of wine would calm us both . . .’

 

Late that afternoon, I sat on a bench beneath the shade of an olive tree, on a quiet street not far from the Temple of Jupiter. Eco sat beside me, pensively studying the play of leafy shadows on the paving stones.

‘So, Eco, what do you think? Have we learned anything at all of value?’

He shook his head gravely.

‘You judge too quickly,’ I laughed. ‘Consider: we last saw Panurgus alive during his scene with Statilius at the close of the first act. Then those two left the stage; the pipers played an interlude, and next the quarrelling cooks came on. Then there was a scream. That must have been Panurgus, when he was stabbed. It caused a commotion backstage; Roscius checked into the matter and discovered the body in the privy. Word quickly spread among the others. Roscius put on the dead man’s mask and a yellow cloak, the closest thing he had to match Panurgus’ costume, which was ruined by blood, and rushed onstage to keep the play going. Statilius, meanwhile, put on a cook’s costume so that he could jump into the audience and plead for my help.

‘Therefore, we know at least one thing: the actors playing the cooks were innocent, as were the pipe players, because they were onstage when the murder occurred.’

Eco made a face to show he was not impressed.

‘Yes, I admit, this is all very elementary, but to build a wall we must begin with a single brick. Now, who was backstage at the time of the murder, has no one to account for his whereabouts at the moment of the scream, and might have wanted Panurgus dead?’

Eco bounded up from the bench, ready to play the game. He performed a pantomime, jabbering with his jaw and waving his arms at himself.

I smiled sadly; the unflattering portrait could only be my talkative and self-absorbed friend Statilius. ‘Yes, Statilius must be foremost among the suspects, though I regret to say it. We know he had cause to hate Panurgus; so long as the slave was alive, a man of inferior talent like Statilius would never be given the best roles. We also learned, from questioning the company, that when the scream was heard, no one could account for Statilius’s whereabouts. This may be only a coincidence, given the ordinary chaos that seems to reign backstage during a performance. Statilius himself vows that he was busy in a corner adjusting his costume. In his favour, he seems to have been truly shocked at the slave’s death – but he might only be pretending. I call the man my friend, but do I really know him?’ I pondered for a moment. ‘Who else, Eco?’

He hunched his shoulders, scowled and squinted.

‘Yes, Roscius was also backstage when Panurgus screamed, and no one seems to remember seeing him at that instant. It was he who found the corpse – or was he there when the knife descended? Roscius is a violent man; all his actors say so. We heard him shouting angrily at someone before the play began – do you remember? “Fool! Incompetent! Why can’t you remember your lines?” Others told me it was Panurgus he was shouting at. Did the slave’s performance in the first act displease him so much that he flew into a rage, lost his head and murdered him? It hardly seems likely; I thought Panurgus was doing quite well. And Roscius, like Statilius, seemed genuinely offended by the murder. But then, Roscius is an actor of great skill.’

Eco put his hands on his hips and his nose in the air and began to strut haughtily.

‘Ah, Chaerea; I was coming to him. He claims not to have arrived until after the play was over, and yet he hardly seemed taken aback when he saw the corpse. He seems almost too unflappable. He was the slave’s original owner. In return for cultivating Panurgus’ talents, Roscius acquired half-ownership, but Chaerea seems to have been thoroughly dissatisfied with the arrangement. Did he decide that the slave was worth more to him dead than alive? Chaerea holds Roscius culpable for the loss, and intends to coerce Roscius into paying him half the slave’s worth in silver. In a Roman court, with the right advocate, Chaerea will likely prevail.’

I leaned back against the olive tree, dissatisfied. ‘Still, I wish we had uncovered someone else in the company with as strong a motive, and the opportunity to have done the deed. Yet no one seems to have borne a grudge against Panurgus, and almost everyone could account for his whereabouts when the victim screamed.

‘Of course, the murderer may be someone from outside the company; the privy where Panurgus was stabbed was accessible to anyone passing through the alley behind the temple. Yet Roscius tells us, and the others confirm, that Panurgus had almost no dealings with anyone outside the troupe – he didn’t gamble or frequent brothels; he borrowed neither money nor other men’s wives. His craft alone consumed him; so everyone says. Even if Panurgus had offended someone, the aggrieved party would surely have taken up the matter not with Panurgus but with Roscius, since he was the slave’s owner and the man legally responsible for any misdeeds.’

I sighed with frustration. ‘The knife left in his heart was a common dagger, with no distinguishing features. No footprints surrounded the body. No telltale blood was found on any of the costumes. There were no witnesses, or none we know of. Alas!’ The shower of silver in my imagination dried to a trickle; with nothing to show, I would be lucky to press Roscius into paying me a day’s fee for my trouble. Even worse, I felt the shade of dead Panurgus watching me. I had vowed I would find his killer, and it seemed the vow was rashly made.

 

That night I took my dinner in the ramshackle garden at the centre of my house. The lamps burned low. Tiny silver moths flitted among the columns of the peristyle. Sounds of distant revelry occasionally wafted up from the streets of the Subura at the foot of the hill.

‘Bethesda, the meal was exquisite,’ I said, lying with my usual grace. Perhaps I could have been an actor, I thought.

But Bethesda was not fooled. She looked at me from beneath her long lashes and smiled with half her mouth. She combed one hand through the great unbound mass of her glossy black hair and shrugged an elegant shrug, then began to clear the table.

As she departed to the kitchen, I watched the sinuous play of her hips within her loose green gown. When I bought her long ago at the slave market in Alexandria, it had not been for her cooking. Her cooking had never improved, but in many other ways she was beyond perfection. I peered into the blackness of the long tresses that cascaded to her waist; I imagined the silver moths lost in those tresses, like twinkling stars in the blue-black firmament of the sky. Before Eco had come into my life, Bethesda and I had spent almost every night together, just the two of us, in the solitude of the garden . . .

I was startled from my reverie by a hand pulling at the hem of my tunic.

‘Yes, Eco, what is it?’

Eco, reclining on the couch next to mine, put his fists together and pulled them apart, up and down, as if unrolling a scroll.

‘Ah, your reading lesson. We had no time for it today, did we? But my eyes are weary, Eco, and yours must be, too. And there are other matters on my mind . . .’

He frowned at me in mock dejection until I relented. ‘Very well. Bring that lamp nearer. What would you like to read tonight?’

Eco pointed at himself and shook his head, then pointed at me. He cupped his hands behind his ears and closed his eyes. He preferred it (and secretly, so did I) when I did the reading, and he could enjoy the luxury of merely listening. All that summer, on lazy afternoons and long summer nights, the two of us had spent many such hours in the garden. While I read Piso’s history of Hannibal, Eco would sit at my feet and watch elephants among the clouds; while I declaimed the tale of the Sabine women, he would lie on his back and study the moon. Of late I had been reading to him from an old, tattered scroll of Plato, a cast-off gift from Cicero. Eco understood Greek, though he knew none of the letters, and he followed the subtleties of the philosopher’s discourses with fascination, though occasionally in his big brown eyes I saw a glimmer of sorrow that he could never hope to engage in such debates himself.

‘Shall I read more Plato, then? They say philosophy after dinner aids digestion.’

Eco nodded and ran to fetch the scroll. He emerged from the shadows of the peristyle a moment later, gripping it carefully in his hands. Suddenly he stopped and stood statuelike with a strange expression on his face.

‘Eco, what is it?’ I thought for a moment that he was ill; Bethesda’s fish dumplings and turnips in cumin sauce had been undistinguished, but hardly so bad as to make him sick. He stared straight ahead at nothing and did not hear me.

‘Eco? Are you all right?’ He stood rigid, trembling; a look which might have been fear or ecstasy crossed his face. Then he sprang towards me, pressed the scroll under my nose and pointed at it frantically.

‘I’ve never known a boy to be so mad for learning,’ I laughed, but he was not playing a game. His expression was deadly serious. ‘But Eco, it’s only the same volume of Plato that I’ve been reading to you off and on all summer. Why are you suddenly so excited?’

Eco stood back to perform his pantomime. A dagger thrust into his heart could only indicate the dead Panurgus.

‘Panurgus and Plato – Eco, I see no connection.’

Eco bit his lip and scrambled about, desperate to express himself. At last he ran into the house and back out again, clutching two objects. He dropped them onto my lap.

‘Eco, be careful! This little vase is made of precious green glass, and came all the way from Alexandria. And why have you brought me a bit of red tile? This must have fallen from the roof. . .’

Eco pointed emphatically at each object in turn, but I could not see what he meant.

He disappeared again and came back with my wax tablet and stylus, upon which he wrote the words for red and green.

‘Yes, Eco, I can see that the vase is green and the tile is red. Blood is red . . .’ Eco shook his head and pointed to his eyes. ‘Panurgus had green eyes . . .’ I saw them in my memory, staring lifeless at the sky.

Eco stamped his foot and shook his head to let me know that I was badly off course. He took the vase and the bit of tile from my lap and began to juggle them from hand to hand.

‘Eco, stop that! I told you, the vase is precious!’

He put them carelessly down and reached for the stylus again. He rubbed out the words red and green and in their place wrote blue. It seemed he wished to write another word, but could not think of how to spell it. He nibbled on the stylus and shook his head.

‘Eco, I think you must have a fever. You make no sense at all.’

He took the scroll from my lap and began to unroll it, scanning it hopelessly. Even if the text had been in Latin it would have been a tortuous job for him to decipher the words and find whatever he was searching for, but the letters were Greek and utterly foreign to him.

He threw down the scroll and began to pantomime again, but he was excited and clumsy; I could make no sense of his wild gesturing. I shrugged and shook my head in exasperation, and Eco suddenly began to weep with frustration. He seized the scroll again and pointed to his eyes. Did he mean that I should read the scroll, or did he point to his tears? I bit my lip and turned up my palms, unable to help him.

Eco threw the scroll in my lap and ran crying from the room. A hoarse, stifled braying issued from his throat, not the sound of normal weeping; it tore my heart to hear it. I should have been more patient, but how was I to understand him? Bethesda emerged from the kitchen and gazed at me accusingly, then followed the sound of Eco’s weeping to the little room where he slept.

I looked down at the scroll in my lap. There were so many words on the parchment; which ones had keyed an idea in Eco’s memory, and what could they have to do with dead Panurgus? Red, green, blue – I vaguely remembered reading a passage in which Plato discoursed on the nature of light and colour, but I could scarcely remember it, not having understood much of it in the first place. Some scheme about overlapping cones projected from the eyes to an object, or from the object to the eyes, I couldn’t remember which; was this what Eco recalled, and could it have made any sense to him?

I rolled through the scroll, looking for the reference, but was unable to find it. My eyes grew weary. The lamp began to sputter. The Greek letters all began to look alike. Normally Bethesda would have come to put me to bed, but it seemed she had chosen to comfort Eco instead. I fell asleep on my dining couch beneath the stars, thinking of a yellow cloak stained with red, and of lifeless green eyes gazing at an empty blue sky.

 

Eco was ill the next day, or feigned illness. Bethesda solemnly informed me that he did not wish to leave his bed. I stood in the doorway of his little room and spoke to him gently, reminding him that the Roman Festival continued, and that today there would be a wild beast show in the Circus Maximus, and another play put on by another company. He turned his back to me and pulled the coverlet over his head.

‘I suppose I should punish him,’ I whispered to myself, trying to think of what a normal Roman father would do.

‘I suppose you should not,’ whispered Bethesda as she passed me. Her haughtiness left me properly humbled.

I took my morning stroll alone – for the first time in many days, I realized, acutely aware that Eco was not beside me. The Subura seemed a rather dull place without ten-year-old eyes through which to see it. I had only my own eyes to serve me, and they had seen it a million times before.

I would buy him a gift, I decided; I would buy them each a gift, for it was always a good idea to placate Bethesda when she was haughty. For Eco I bought a red leather ball, such as boys use to play trigon, knocking it back and forth to each other using their elbows and knees. For Bethesda I wanted to find a veil woven of blue midnight shot through with silver moths, but I decided to settle for one made of linen. On the street of the cloth merchants I found the shop of my old acquaintance Ruso.

I asked to see a veil of dark blue. As if by magic he produced the very veil I had been imagining, a gossamer thing that seemed to be made of blue-black spiderwebs and silver. It was also the most expensive item in the shop. I chided him for taunting me with a luxury beyond my means.

Ruso shrugged good-naturedly. ‘One never knows; you might have just been playing dice, and won a fortune by casting the Venus Throw. Here, these are more affordable.’ He smiled and laid a selection before me.

‘No,’ I said, seeing nothing I liked, ‘I’ve changed my mind.’

‘Then something in a lighter blue, perhaps? A bright blue, like the sky.’

‘No, I think not – ’

‘Ah, but see what I have to show you first. Felix . . . Felix! Fetch me one of the new veils that just arrived from Alexandria, the bright blue ones with yellow stitching.’

The young slave bit his lip nervously and seemed to cringe. This struck me as odd, for I knew Ruso to be a temperate man and not a cruel master.

‘Go on, then – what are you waiting for?’ Ruso turned to me and shook his head. ‘This new slave – worse than useless! I don’t think he’s very smart, no matter what the slave merchant said. He keeps the books well enough, but here in the shop – look, he’s done it again! Unbelievable! Felix, what is wrong with you? Do you do this just to spite me? Do you want a beating? I won’t put up with this any longer, I tell you!’

The slave shrank back, looking confused and helpless. In his hand he held a yellow veil.

‘All the time he does this!’ wailed Ruso, clutching his head. ‘He wants to drive me mad! I ask for blue and he brings me yellow! I ask for yellow and he brings me blue! Have you ever heard of such stupidity? I shall beat you, Felix, I swear it!’ He ran after the poor slave, brandishing a measuring rod.

And then I understood.

 

My friend Statilius, as I had expected, was not at his lodgings in the Subura. When I questioned his landlord, the old man gave me the sly look of a confederate charged with throwing hounds off the scent, and told me that Statilius had left Rome for the countryside.

He was in none of the usual places where he might have been on a festival day. No tavern had served him and no brothel had admitted him. He would not even think of appearing in a gambling house, I told myself – and then knew that the exact opposite must be true.

Once I began to search the gaming places in the Subura, I found him easily enough. In a crowded apartment on the third floor of an old tenement I discovered him in the midst of a crowd of well-dressed men, some of them even wearing their togas. Statilius was down on his elbows and knees, shaking a tiny box and muttering prayers to Fortune. He cast the dice; the crowd contracted in a tight circle and then drew back, exclaiming. The throw was a good one: III, III, III and VI – the Remus Throw.

‘Yes! Yes!’ Statilius cried, and held out his palms. The others handed over their coins.

I grabbed him by the collar of his tunic and pulled him squawking into the hall.

‘I should think you’re deeply enough in debt already,’ I said.

‘Quite the contrary!’ he protested, smiling broadly. His face was flushed and his forehead beaded with sweat, like a man with a fever.

‘Just how much do you owe Flavius the moneylender?’

‘A hundred thousand sesterces.’

‘A hundred thousand!’ My heart leaped into my throat.

‘But not any longer. You see, I’ll be able to pay him off now!’ He held up the coins in his hands. ‘I have two bags full of silver in the other room, where my slave’s looking after them. And – can you believe it? – a deed to a house on the Caelian Hill. I’ve won my way out of it, don’t you see?’

‘At the expense of another man’s life.’

His grin became sheepish. ‘So, you’ve figured that out. But who could have foreseen such a tragedy? Certainly not I. And when it happened, I didn’t rejoice in Panurgus’ death – you saw that. I didn’t hate him, not really. My jealousy was purely professional. But if the Fates decided better him than me, who am I to argue?’

‘You’re a worm, Statilius. Why didn’t you tell Roscius what you knew? Why didn’t you tell me?’

‘What did I know, really? Someone completely unknown might have killed poor Panurgus. I didn’t witness the event.’

‘But you guessed the truth, all the same. That’s why you wanted me backstage, wasn’t it? You were afraid the assassin would come back for you. What was I, your bodyguard?’

‘Perhaps. After all, he didn’t come back, did he?’

‘Statilius, you’re a worm.’

‘You said that already.’ The smile dropped from his face like a discarded mask. He jerked his collar from my grasp.

‘You hid the truth from me,’ I said, ‘but why from Roscius?’

‘What, tell him I had run up an obscene gambling debt and had a notorious moneylender threatening to kill me?’

‘Perhaps he’d have loaned you the money to pay off the debt.’

‘Never! You don’t know Roscius. He thinks I’m lucky just to be in his troupe; believe me, he’s not the type to hand out loans to an underling in the amount of a hundred thousand sesterces. And if he knew Panurgus had mistakenly been murdered instead of me – oh, Roscius would have been furious! One Panurgus is worth ten Statilii, that’s his view. I would have been a dead man then, with Flavius on one side of me and Roscius on the other. The two of them would have torn me apart like a chicken bone!’ He stepped back and straightened his tunic. The smile flickered and returned to his lips. ‘You’re not going to tell anyone, are you?’

‘Statilius, do you ever stop acting?’ I averted my eyes to avoid his charm.

‘Well?’

‘Roscius is my client, not you.’

‘But I’m your friend, Gordianus.’

‘I made a promise to Panurgus.’

‘Panurgus didn’t hear you.’

‘The gods did.’

 

Finding the moneylender Flavius was a simpler matter – a few questions in the right ear, a few coins in the right hands. I learned that he ran his business from a wine shop in a portico near the Circus Flaminius, where he sold inferior vintages imported from his native Tarquinii. But on a festival day, my informants told me, I would be more likely to find him at the house of questionable repute across the street.

The place had a low ceiling and the musty smell of spilled wine and crowded humanity. Across the room I saw Flavius, holding court with a group of his peers – businessmen of middle age with crude country manners, dressed in expensive tunics and cloaks of a quality that contrasted sharply with their wearers’ crudeness.

Closer at hand, leaning against a wall (and looking strong enough to hold it up), was the moneylender’s bully. The blond giant was looking rather drunk, or else exceptionally stupid. He slowly blinked when I approached. A glimmer of recognition lit his bleary eyes and then faded.

‘Festival days are good drinking days,’ I said, raising my cup of wine. He looked at me without expression for a moment, then shrugged and nodded.

‘Tell me,’ I said, ‘do you know any of those spectacular beauties?’ I gestured to a group of four women who loitered at the far corner of the room, near the foot of the stairs.

The giant shook his head glumly.

‘Then you are a lucky man this day.’ I leaned close enough to smell the wine on his breath. ‘I was just talking to one of them. She tells me that she longs to meet you. It seems she has an appetite for men with sunny hair and big shoulders. She tells me that for a man such as you . . .’ I whispered in his ear.

The veil of lust across his face made him look even stupider. He squinted drunkenly. ‘Which one?’ he asked in a husky whisper.

‘The one in the blue gown,’ I said.

‘Ah . . .’ He nodded and burped, then pushed past me and stumbled towards the stairs. As I had expected, he ignored the woman in green, as well as the woman in coral and the one in brown. Instead he placed his hand squarely upon the hip of the woman in yellow, who turned and looked up at him with a surprised but not unfriendly gaze.

 

‘Quintus Roscius and his partner Chaerea were both duly impressed by my cleverness,’ I explained later that night to Bethesda. I was unable to resist the theatrical gesture of swinging the little bag of silver up in the air and onto the table, where it landed with a jingling thump. ‘Not a pot of gold, perhaps, but a fat enough fee to keep us all happy through the winter.’

Her eyes became as round and glittering as little coins. They grew even larger when I produced the veil from Ruso’s shop.

‘Oh! But what is it made of?’

‘Midnight and moths,’ I said. ‘Spiderwebs and silver.’ She tilted her head back and spread the translucent veil over her naked throat and arms. I blinked and swallowed hard, and decided that the purchase was well worth the price.

Eco stood uncertainly in the doorway of his little room, where he had watched me enter and had listened to my hurried tale of the day’s events. He seemed to have recovered from his distemper of the morning, but his face was sombre. I held out my hand, and he cautiously approached. He took the red leather ball readily enough, but he still did not smile.

‘Only a small gift, I know. But I have a greater one for you . . .’

‘Still, I don’t understand,’ protested Bethesda. ‘You’ve said the blond giant was stupid, but how can anyone be so stupid as not to be able to tell one colour from another?’

‘Eco knows,’ I said, smiling ruefully down at him. ‘He figured it out last night and tried to tell me, but he didn’t know how. He remembered a passage from Plato that I read to him months ago; I had forgotten all about it. Here, I think I can find it now.’ I reached for the scroll, which still lay upon my sleeping couch.

‘ “One may observe,” ’ I read aloud, ‘ “that not all men perceive the same colours. Although they are rare, there are those who confuse the colours red and green, and likewise those who cannot tell yellow from blue; still others appear to have no perception of the various shades of green.” He goes on to offer an explanation of this, but I cannot follow it.’

‘Then the bodyguard could not tell blue from yellow?’ said Bethesda. ‘Even so . . .’

‘The moneylender came to the theatre yesterday intending to make good on his threat to murder Statilius. No wonder Flavius gave a start when I leaned over and said, “Today you’ll see The Pot of Gold” – for a moment he thought I was talking about the debt Statilius owed him! He sat in the audience long enough to see that Statilius was playing Megadorus, dressed in blue; no doubt he could recognize him by his voice. Then he sent the blond assassin backstage, knowing the alley behind the Temple of Jupiter would be virtually deserted, there to lie in wait for the actor in the blue cloak. Eco must have overheard snatches of his instructions, if only the word blue. He sensed that something was amiss even then, and tried to tell me at the time, but there was too much confusion, with the giant stepping on my toes and the audience howling around us. Am I right?’

Eco nodded, and slapped a fist against his palm: exactly right.

‘Unfortunately for poor Panurgus in his yellow cloak, the colour-blind assassin was also uncommonly stupid. He needed more information than the colour blue to make sure he murdered the right man, but he didn’t bother to ask for it; or if he did, Flavius would only have sneered at him and rushed him along, unable to understand his confusion. Catching Panurgus alone and vulnerable in his yellow cloak, which might as well have been blue, the assassin did his job – and bungled it.

‘Knowing Flavius was in the audience and out to kill him, learning that Panurgus had been stabbed, and seeing that the hired assassin was no longer in the audience, Statilius guessed the truth; no wonder he was so shaken by Panurgus’ death, knowing that he was the intended victim.’

‘So another slave is murdered, and by accident! And nothing will be done,’ Bethesda said moodily.

‘Not exactly. Panurgus was valuable property. The law allows his owners to sue the man responsible for his death for his full market value. I understand that Roscius and Chaerea are each demanding one hundred thousand sesterces from Flavius. If Flavius contests the action and loses, the amount will be doubled. Knowing his greed, I suspect he’ll tacitly admit his guilt and settle for the smaller figure.’

‘Small justice for a meaningless murder.’

I nodded. ‘And small recompense for the destruction of so much talent. But such is the only justice that Roman law allows, when a citizen kills a slave.’

A heavy silence descended on the garden. His insight vindicated, Eco turned his attention to the leather ball. He tossed it in the air, caught it, and nodded thoughtfully, pleased at the way it fitted his hand.

‘Ah, but Eco, as I was saying, there is another gift for you.’ He looked at me expectantly. ‘It’s here.’ I patted the sack of silver. ‘No longer shall I teach you in my own stumbling way how to read and write. You shall have a proper tutor, who will come every morning to teach you both Latin and Greek. He will be stern, and you will suffer, but when he is done you will read and write better than I do. A boy as clever as you deserves no less.’

Eco’s smile was radiant. I have never seen a boy toss a ball so high.

 

The story is almost done, except for one final outcome.

Much later that night, I lay in bed with Bethesda with nothing to separate us but that gossamer veil shot through with silver threads. For a few fleeting moments I was completely satisfied with life and the universe. In my relaxation, without meaning to, I mumbled aloud what I was thinking. ‘Perhaps I should adopt the boy . . .’

‘And why not?’ Bethesda demanded, imperious even when half asleep. ‘What more proof do you want from him? Eco could not be more like your son even if he were made of your own flesh and blood.’

And of course she was right.




THE TALE OF THE TREASURE HOUSE

 



 

‘Tell me a story, Bethesda.’

It was the hottest night of the hottest summer I could ever remember in Rome. I had pulled my sleeping couch out into the peristyle amid the yew trees and poppies so as to catch any breeze that might happen to pass over the Esquiline Hill. Overhead the sky was moonless and fall of stars. Still, sleep would not come.

Bethesda lay on her own divan nearby. We might have lain together, but it was simply too hot to press flesh against flesh. She sighed. ‘An hour ago you asked me to sing you a song, Master. An hour before that you asked me to wash your feet with a wet cloth.’

‘Yes, and the song was sweet and the cloth was cool. But I still can’t sleep. Neither can you. So tell me a story.’

She touched the back of her hand to her lips and yawned. Her black hair glistened in the starlight. Her linen sleeping gown clung like gossamer to the supple lines of her body. Even yawning, she was beautiful – far too beautiful a slave to be owned by a common man like myself, I’ve often thought. Fortune smiled on me when I found her in that Alexandrian slave market ten years ago. Was it I who selected Bethesda, or she who selected me?

‘Why don’t you tell a story?’ Bethesda suggested. ‘You love to talk about your work.’

‘Now you’re wanting me to put you to sleep. You always find it boring when I talk about my work.’

‘Not true,’ she protested sleepily. ‘Tell me again how you helped Cicero in resolving the matter of the Woman of Arretium. Everyone down at the market still talks about it, how Gordianus the Finder must be the cleverest man in Rome to have found the solution to such a sordid affair.’

‘What a schemer you are, Bethesda, thinking you can flatter me into being your storyteller. You are my slave and I order you to tell me a story!’

She ignored me. ‘Or tell me again about the case of Sextus Roscius,’ she said. ‘Before that, great Cicero had never defended a man charged with murder, much less a man accused of killing his own father. How he needed the help of Gordianus the Finder! To think it would end with you killing a giant who came out of the Cloaca Maxima while Cicero was giving his speech in the Forum!’

‘I would hate to have you for my biographer, Bethesda. The man was not exactly a giant, it was not exactly I who killed him, and while it happened in the public latrine behind the Shrine of Venus, the giant – that is, the man – did not come out of the sewer. And it wasn’t the end of the affair, either!’

We lay for a long moment in the darkness, listening to the chirring of the crickets. A shooting star passed overhead, causing Bethesda to mutter a low incantation to one of her strange Egyptian animal-gods.

‘Tell me about Egypt,’ I said. ‘You never talk about Alexandria. It’s such a great city. So old. So mysterious.’

‘Ha! You Romans think anything is old if it came before your empire. Alexander and his city were not even a dream in the mind of Osiris when Cheops built his great pyramid. Memphis and Thebes were already ancient when the Greeks went to war with Troy.’

‘Over a woman,’ I commented.

‘Which shows that they were not completely stupid. Of course they were idiots to think that Helen was hiding in Troy, when she was actually down in Memphis with King Proteus the whole time.’

‘What? I never heard such a thing!’

‘Everyone in Egypt knows the story.’

‘But that would mean that the destruction of Troy was meaningless. And since it was the Trojan warrior Aeneas who fled Troy and founded the Roman race, then the destiny of Rome is based on a cruel joke of the gods. I suggest you keep this particular story to yourself, Bethesda, and not go spreading it around the market.’

‘Too late for that.’ Even in the darkness, I could see the wicked smile on her lips.

We lay in silence for some moments. A gentle breeze stirred amid the roses. Bethesda finally said, ‘You know, men such as you are not the only ones who can solve mysteries and answer riddles.’

‘You mean the gods can do so as well?’

‘No, I mean that women can.’

‘Is that a fact?’

‘Yes. Thinking about Helen in Egypt reminded me of the story of King Rhampsinitus and his treasure house, and how it was a woman who solved the mystery of the disappearing silver. But I suppose you must already know that story, Master, since it is so very famous.’

‘King Rhampsi-what?’ I asked.

Bethesda snorted delicately. She finds it difficult sometimes, living in a place as culturally backward as Rome. I smiled up at the stars and closed my eyes. ‘Bethesda, I order you to tell me the tale of King Rhampsi-whatever and his treasure house.’

‘Very well, Master. King Rhampsinitus came after King Proteus (who played host to Helen), and before King Cheops.’

‘Who built the great pyramid. Cheops must have been a very great king.’

‘An awful king, the most hated man in all the long history of Egypt.’

‘But why?’

‘Precisely because he built the great pyramid. What does a pyramid mean to common people, except unending labour and terrible taxes? The memory of Cheops is despised in Egypt; Egyptians spit when they say his name. Only visitors from Rome and Greece look at his pyramid and see something wonderful. An Egyptian looks at the pyramid and says, “Look, there’s the stone that broke my great-great-great-great-grandfather’s back,” or, “There’s the ornamental pylon that bankrupted my great-great-great-great-granduncle’s farm.” No, King Rhampsinitus was much more to the people’s liking.’

‘And what was this Rhampsinitus like?’

‘Very rich. No king in any kingdom since has been even half so rich.’

‘Not even Midas?’

‘Not even him. King Rhampsinitus had great wealth in precious stones and gold, but his greatest treasure was his silver. He owned plates of silver and goblets of silver, silver coins and mirrors and bracelets and whole bricks made of pure, solid, shining silver. There was so much of it that he decided to built a treasure house just for his silver.

‘So the king hired a man to design and build this treasure house in a courtyard outside his bedchamber, incorporating it into the wall that surrounded his palace. The project took several years to complete, as the wall was hollowed out and the massive stones were cut and polished and hoisted into place.

‘The architect was a man of strong mind but frail health, and though he was only of middle age he barely lived long enough to see his design completed. On the very day that the great silver hoard was moved piece by piece into the chamber and the great doors were closed and sealed, the architect died. He left behind a widow and two sons who had just come into manhood. King Rhampsinitus called the sons before him and gave each of them a silver bracelet in token of his gratitude to their father.’

‘A rather small gift,’ I said.

‘Perhaps. They say that King Rhampsinitus was prudent and evenhanded to a fault, neither tight-fisted nor overly generous.’

‘He reminds me of Cicero.’

Bethesda cleared her throat, demanding silence. ‘Once a month the king would have the seals broken away and would spend an afternoon in his treasure house, admiring his silver wares and counting his silver coins. Months passed; the Nile flooded and receded, as happens every summer, and the crops were good. The people were happy. Egypt was at peace.

‘But the king began to notice something quite disturbing: pieces of silver were missing from his treasure house. At first he thought he only imagined it, since there was no way that the great doors could be opened without breaking the seals, and the seals were broken only for his own official visits. But when his servants tallied up the inventory of his silver, sure enough, there were a great number of coins missing, and other small items as well.

‘The king was sorely puzzled. On his next visit there was even more silver missing, including a solid silver crocodile the size of a man’s forearm, which had been one of the king’s most treasured pieces.

‘The king was furious, and more baffled than ever. Then it occurred to him to set traps inside the treasure house, so that anyone sorting through the coins and coffers might be caught and held fast in an iron cage. And this he did.

‘Sure enough, on his next visit, the king discovered that one of the traps had been sprung. But inside the cage, instead of a desperate, pleading thief, there was a dead body.’ Bethesda paused ominously.

‘But of course,’ I murmured, looking up sleepily at the stars. ‘The poor thief had starved, or else been frightened to death when the cage landed on him.’

‘Perhaps. But he had no head!’

‘What?’ I blinked.

‘His head was nowhere to be found.’

‘How strange.’

‘Indeed.’ Bethesda nodded gravely.

‘And was more silver missing?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then there must have been another thief with him,’ I deduced.

‘Perhaps,’ Bethesda said shrewdly. ‘But King Rhampsinitus was no closer to solving the mystery.

‘Then it occurred to him that perhaps the hapless thief had relatives in Memphis, in which case they would want to have his body back so that they could purify it and send it on its journey to the afterlife. Naturally, no one could be expected to come forward to claim the body, so Rhampsinitus decided to have the headless corpse put on display before the palace wall. This was announced as a warning to the thieves of Memphis, but the true purpose was to capture anyone who might know the truth of the thief’s strange fate. The king’s two most trusted guards – big, bearded fellows, the same ones who usually protected the seals at the treasure house – were assigned to stand watch over the corpse day and night and to seize any person who broke into weeping or lamentation.

‘The next morning, as soon as he had risen, King Rhampsinitus hurried to the palace wall and looked over the edge, for the mystery of the missing silver had come to dominate his thoughts, whether sleeping or awake. And what should he see but the two guards lying fast asleep, each of them with half his face clean-shaven – and the headless body gone!

‘Rhampsinitus ordered that the guards be brought before him. They stank of wine and their memories were muddled, but they did remember that a merchant passed by just as the sun was going down, pushing a cart fall of wineskins. One of the wineskins had sprung a leak. The guards each seized a cup and caught some of the flowing wine, thanking their good luck. The merchant had been outraged – for no good reason, since it was hardly the guards’ fault if the wineskin had broken. They managed to calm the merchant with some peaceful words, and he paused for a while by the palace wall, explaining that he was weary and irritable from a long day’s work. To make up for his rudeness, he offered each guard a cupful of his very best wine. After that, neither of the guards could quite remember what happened, or so they both maintained. The next thing they knew, it was dawn, King Rhampsinitus was screaming down at them from the palace wall, their faces had been half-shaven, and the headless body had vanished.’

‘Bethesda,’ I interrupted, giving a slight start at the sudden leap of a cricket amid the yew trees, ‘I do hope that this will not turn out to be one of those Egyptian horror stories where dead bodies go walking about on their own.’

She reached over and playfully danced her long nails over my naked arm, giving me gooseflesh. I batted her fingers away. She leaned back and laughed a low, throaty laugh. After a moment she continued.

‘When it came to describing the wine merchant, the guards were vague. One said he was young, the other said he was middle-aged. One said he had a beard, the other insisted he had only stubble on his jaw.’

‘The wine, or whatever was in it, must have befuddled their senses,’ I said. ‘Presuming they were telling the truth.’

‘However that may be, Rhampsinitus had all the wine merchants in Memphis rounded up and paraded before the guards.’

‘And did the guards recognize the culprit among them?’

‘They did not. King Rhampsinitus knew no more than he had before. To make matters worse, the two sleeping, half-shaven guards had been seen by some of the merchants opening their shops that morning, and word had quickly spread that the king’s chosen guards had been made fools of. Rumours about the headless corpse and the pilfered treasure spread through the city, and soon all Memphis was gossiping behind the king’s back. King Rhampsinitus was very displeased.’

‘I should think so!’

‘So displeased that he ordered that the guards should remain half-shaven for a month, for all to see.’

‘A mild punishment, surely.’

‘Not in the old days in Memphis. To be seen half-shaven would have been as shameful as for a Roman noble to be seen in the Forum wearing sandals instead of shoes with his toga.’

‘Unthinkable!’

‘But fortune is a blade with two edges, as you Romans say, and in the end it was a good thing for the king that this gossip spread, for it quickly reached the ears of a young courtesan who lived over a rug shop very near the palace gates. Her name was Naia, and she was already privy to whisperings about the mystery within the palace walls, as not a few of her clientele were members of the royal entourage. Mulling over all she had heard about the affair, and everything she knew about the treasure house and the manner in which it was built and guarded, she believed she saw the solution to the mystery.

‘Naia might have gone straight to the king and named the thieves, but two things gave her pause. First, she had no real proof; and second, as I’ve already told you, the king was not famous for generous rewards. He might have merely thanked her and given her a silver bracelet and sent her on her way! So when she went to Rhampsinitus, she said only that she had a plan for solving the mystery, and that to implement this plan would cost her time and money; if her scheme came to nothing, she would pay her own losses – ’

‘A terrible idea! I always demand expenses and a fee, no matter whether I solve the mystery or not.’

‘ – but if she was able to identify the thieves and explain how the silver had been stolen, then Rhampsinitus would have to pay her as much silver as her mule could carry and grant her a wish besides.

‘At first this struck the king as too steep a price, but the more he thought about it, the fairer it seemed. After all, more silver than a mule could carry had already vanished from his treasure house, and would go on vanishing until the thieving was stopped. And what sort of wish could a courtesan make that the king of all Egypt could not grant with a mere wave of his hand? Besides, it seemed unlikely that a young courtesan would be able to solve the mystery that had confounded the king and all his advisors. He agreed to the bargain.

‘Naia made a few inquiries. It did not take long to discover the name of the man she suspected and where he lived. She sent her servant to watch his movements, and to alert her immediately when this man should next pass near her window.

‘A few days later the servant came running to her chamber, out of breath, and told her to look out of the window. A young man wearing new clothes and sandals was looking at some expensive rugs displayed outside the shop below. Naia took a seat in her window and sent her servant to give the man a message.’

‘She accused him then and there?’ I said.

‘Of course not. The servant told the young man that his mistress had noticed him from her window and perceived him to be a man of taste and means, and wished to invite him up to her room. When the young man looked up, Naia was posed in the window in such a way that very few men could have resisted the invitation.’

‘This Naia,’ I said, ‘is beginning to remind me of a certain other Egyptian woman I know . . .’

Bethesda ignored me. ‘The young man came straight to her room. The servant brought cool wine and fresh fruit, and then sat outside the door, softly playing a flute. Naia and her guest talked for a while, and soon it became evident that the young man desired her greatly. But Naia insisted that they play a game first. Relaxed by the heat of the day, his tongue loosened by wine and desire, the young man agreed. This was the game – that each of them should reveal to the other two secrets, beginning with the young man. What was the greatest crime of his life? And what was his cleverest trick?

‘These questions gave the young man pause, and a shadow of sadness crossed over his face, followed by a laugh. “I can answer you easily enough,” he said, “but I’m not sure which is which. My greatest crime was cutting off my brother’s head. My greatest trick was putting his head and body back together again. Or perhaps it’s the other way around!” He smiled ruefully and looked at Naia with desiring eyes. “And you?” he whispered.

‘Naia sighed. “Like you,” she said, “I’m not sure which is which. I think my greatest trick was discovering the thief who has been robbing King Rhampsinitus’ treasure house, and my greatest crime will be when I hand him over to the king! Or perhaps it will end up being the other way around . . .”

‘The young man gave a start and came to his senses. He rose and ran towards the window, but a great iron cage, like the one that had trapped his brother, came down on him from the ceiling. He could not escape. Naia sent her servant to fetch the king’s guards.

‘ “And now,” she said, “while we wait, perhaps you can explain to me what I don’t already know about the plundering of the king’s silver.”

‘The young man was at first furious, and then he began to weep, realizing the fate that awaited him. Death was the sweetest punishment he could hope for. More likely he would have his hands and feet chopped off and would live the rest of his life as a cripple and a beggar. “But you must know everything already,” he cried. “How did you find me out?”

‘Naia shrugged. “I thought for a while that the two guards might be in collusion, and that the headless body was a third confederate, whom they killed when he was captured so that he could not betray them. But the guards knew of the traps, and so could have avoided them; and I doubt that any man in Memphis would allow himself to appear half-shaven before the king, even to disguise his own guilt. Besides, everyone agrees that the treasure house doors cannot be opened without breaking the seals. So there must have been some other way in. How could that be, unless the architect planned it? And who could know of any secret entrance except the architect’s two sons?”

‘ “It’s true,” the young man said. “My father showed it to us before he died – a secret entrance opened by pressing on a single stone in the palace wall, impossible to find unless you know the exact measurements. Two men, or even one, can open it with a simple push, take whatever they can carry from the treasure house, and then seal the door behind them so that no one could ever find it. I told my older brother that we were taking too much, and that the king would notice; but our father had told us that the king sorely underpaid him for all his years of effort, and that by his design we should always have a steady income.”

‘ “But then your brother was caught in the iron cage,” said Naia.

‘ “Yes. He could stick his head outside the bars, but nothing more. He begged me to cut off his head and take it with me; otherwise, someone in the palace would recognize him and all our family would be brought to ruin.”

‘ “And you did as he demanded. How terrible for you! How brave! But you were a good brother. You reclaimed his body, united it with the head and sent him on his way to the afterlife.”

‘ “I might not have done so, but my mother insisted. I disguised myself and deceived the guards into drinking drugged wine. In the darkness I cut down my brother’s body and hid him among the wineskins in the cart. Before I carried him off, I shaved the guards, so that the king would not suspect them of conspiring with me.”

‘Naia looked out of the window. “And here are those two guards now, hurrying this way across the square.”

‘ “Please,” the young man begged, thrusting his head outside the cage, “cut off my head! Let me share my brother’s fate! Otherwise who knows what horrible punishments the king will inflict on me?”

‘Naia picked up a long blade and pretended to consider it. “No,” she said at last, even as the guards’ footsteps were booming on the stairs. “I think we will let justice take its course.”

‘So the young man was brought before King Rhampsinitus, along with Naia, who came to claim her reward. The thief’s cache of silver was found hidden in his home and restored to the treasure house. The secret entrance was sealed over, and Naia was allowed to load a mule with as much silver as the beast could carry.

‘As for the fate of the thief, Rhampsinitus announced that he would allow the dishonoured guards to take their revenge on him first, and in the morning he would decide on the punishment, either beheading him or chopping off his hands and feet.

‘As he was leaving the audience chamber, Naia called after him. “Do you remember the rest of our bargain, great king?”

‘Rhampsinitus looked back at her, puzzled.

‘ “You said you would grant me a wish,” Naia reminded him.

‘ “Ah, yes,” the king nodded. “And what is it you wish for?”

‘ “I wish for you to forgive this young man and set him free!”

‘Rhampsinitus looked at her aghast. What she asked was impossible – but there was no way to deny her request. Then he smiled. “Why not?” he said. “The mystery is solved, the silver is restored, the secret entrance is sealed. I had thought that this thief was the cleverest man in Egypt – but you are even cleverer, Naia!” ’

 

Another shooting star passed overhead. The crickets chirred. I stretched my limbs. ‘And I suppose the two of them married.’

‘So the story goes. It makes sense that a woman as clever as Naia would settle only for a man as clever as the thief. With the silver she had obtained, and the combined quickness of their wits, I have no doubt that they lived very happily.’

‘And King Rhampsinitus?’

‘His memory is still revered as the last of the good kings, before Cheops began a long dynasty of disasters. They say that after the mystery of the missing silver was solved, he went down to the place the Greeks and Romans call Hades and played dice with Demeter. One game he won, and one game he lost. When he came back she gave him a golden napkin. And that is why the priests blindfold themselves with yellow cloths when they follow the jackals to the Temple of Demeter on the night of the spring festival . . .’

I must have dozed, for I missed the rest of whatever new story Bethesda had begun. When I awoke, she was silent, but I could tell by her breathing that she was still awake. ‘Bethesda,’ I whispered. ‘What was your greatest crime? And your greatest trick?’

After a moment she said, ‘I think they are both yet to come. And you?’

‘Come here and I’ll whisper them to you.’

The night had grown cooler. A steady breeze wafted gently up from the valley of the Tiber. Bethesda rose from her couch and came to mine. I put my lips to her ear, but I did not whisper secrets. Instead we did something else.

And the next day, down on the street of the silversmiths, I bought her a simple silver bracelet – a memento of the night she told me the tale of King Rhampsinitus and his treasure house.




A WILL IS A WAY

 



 

Lucius Claudius was a sausage-fingered, plum-cheeked, cherry-nosed nobleman with a fuzzy wreath of thinning red hair on his florid pate and a tiny, pouting mouth.

The name Claudius marked him not only as a nobleman but a patrician, hailing from that small group of old families who first made Rome great (or who at least fooled the rest of the Romans into thinking so). Not all patricians are rich; even the best families can go to seed over the centuries. But from the gold seal ring that Lucius wore, and from the other rings that kept it company – one of silver set with lapis, another of white gold with a bauble of flawless green glass – I suspected he was quite rich indeed. The rings were complemented by a gold necklace from which glittering glass baubles dangled amid the frizzled red hair that sprouted from his fleshy chest. His toga was of the finest wool, and his shoes were of exquisitely tooled leather.

He was the very image of a wealthy patrician, not handsome and not very bright-looking either, but impeccably groomed and dressed. His green eyes twinkled and his pouting lips pursed easily into a smile, betraying a man with a naturally pleasant personality. Wealthy, well born and with a cheerful disposition, he struck me as a man who shouldn’t have a worry in the world – except that he obviously did, or else he would never have come to see me.

We sat in the little garden of my house on the Esquiline Hill. Once upon a time, a man of Lucius’ social status would never have been seen entering the house of Gordianus the Finder, but in recent years I seem to have acquired a certain respectability. I think the change began after my first case for the young advocate Cicero. Apparently Cicero has been saying nice things about me behind my back to his colleagues in the law courts, telling them that he actually put me up in his house once and it turned out that Gordianus, professional ferret and consorter with assassins notwithstanding, knew how to use a bowl and spoon and an indoor privy after all, and could even tell the difference between them.

Lucius Claudius filled the chair I had pulled up for him almost to overflowing. He shifted a bit nervously and toyed with his rings, then smiled sheepishly and held up his cup. ‘A bit more?’ he said, making an ingratiatingly silly face.

‘Of course.’ I clapped my hands. ‘Bethesda! More wine for my guest. The best, from the green clay bottle.’

Bethesda rather sullenly obeyed, taking her time to rise from where she had been sitting cross-legged beside a pillar. She disappeared into the house. Her movements were as graceful as the unfolding of a flower. Lucius watched her with a lump in his throat. He swallowed hard.

‘A very beautiful slave,’ he whispered.

‘Thank you, Lucius Claudius.’ I hoped he wouldn’t offer to buy her, as so many of my wealthier clients do. I hoped in vain.

‘I don’t suppose you’d consider – ’ he began.

‘Alas, no, Lucius Claudius.’

‘But I was going to say – ’

‘I would sooner sell my extra rib.’

‘Ah.’ He nodded sagely, then wrinkled his fleshy brow. ‘What did you say?’

‘Oh, a nonsense expression I picked up from Bethesda. According to her ancestors on her father’s side, the first woman was fashioned from a rib bone taken from the first man, by a god called Jehovah. That is why some men seem to have an extra rib, with no match on the other side.’

‘Do they?’ Lucius poked at his rib cage, but I think he was much too well padded to actually feel a rib.

I took a sip of wine and smiled. Bethesda had told me the Hebrew tale of the first man and woman many times; each time she tells it I clutch my side and pretend to bleat from pain, until she starts to pout and we both end up laughing. It seems to me a most peculiar tale, but no stranger than the stories her Egyptian mother told her about jackal-headed gods and crocodiles who walk upright. If it is true, this Hebrew god is worthy of respect. Not even Jupiter could claim to have created anything half as exquisite as Bethesda.

I had spent enough time putting my guest at ease. ‘Tell me, Lucius Claudius, what is it that troubles you?’

‘You will think me very foolish . . .’ he began.

‘No, I will not,’ I assured him, thinking I probably would.

‘Well, it was only the day before yesterday – or was it the day before that? It was the day after the Ides of Maius, of that I’m sure, whichever day that was – ’

‘I believe that was the day before yesterday,’ I said. Bethesda reappeared and stood in the shadows of the portico, awaiting a nod from me. I shook my head, telling her to wait. Another cup of wine might serve to loosen Lucius’ tongue, but he was befuddled enough already. ‘And what transpired on the day before yesterday?’

‘I happened to be in this very neighbourhood – well, not up here on the Esquiline Hill, but down in the valley, in the Subura – ’

‘The Subura is a fascinating neighbourhood,’ I said, trying to imagine what attraction its tawdry streets might hold for a man who probably lived in a mansion on the Palatine Hill. Gaming houses, brothels, taverns and criminals for hire – these came to mind.

‘You see,’ he sighed, ‘my days are very idle. I’ve never had a head for politics or finance, like others in my family; I feel useless in the Forum. I’ve tried living in the country, but I’m not much of a farmer; cows bore me. I don’t like entertaining, either – strangers coming to dinner, all of them twice as clever as I am, and me, obliged to think up some way to amuse them – such a bother. I get bored rather easily, you see. So very, very bored.’

‘Yes?’ I prompted, suppressing a yawn.

‘So I go wandering about the city. Over to Tarentum to see the old people easing their joints in the hot springs. Out to the Field of Mars to watch the chariot racers train their horses. All up and down the Tiber, to the fish markets and the cattle markets and the markets with foreign goods. I like seeing other people at work; I relish the way they go about their business with such determination. I like watching women haggle with vendors, or listening to a builder argue with his masons, or noticing how the women who hang from brothel windows slam their shutters when a troupe of rowdy gladiators come brawling down the street. All these people seem so alive, so full of purpose, so – so very opposite of bored. Do you understand, Gordianus?’

‘I think I do, Lucius Claudius.’

‘Then you’ll understand why I love the Subura. What a neighbourhood! One can almost smell the passion, the vice! The crowded tenements, the strange odours, the spectacle of humanity! The winding, narrow little streets, the dark, dank alleys, the sounds that drift down from the upper-storey windows of strangers arguing, laughing, making love – what a mysterious and vital place the Subura is!’

‘There’s nothing so very mysterious about squalor,’ I suggested.

‘Ah, but there is,’ insisted Lucius; and to him, I suppose, there was.

‘Tell me about your adventure two days ago, on the day after the Ides.’

‘Certainly. But I thought you sent the girl for more wine?’

I clapped my hands. Bethesda stepped from the shadows. The sunlight glinted on her long, blue-black tresses. As she filled Lucius’ cup he seemed unable to look up at her. He swallowed, smiled shyly and nodded vigorously at the quality of my best wine, which was probably not good enough to give to his slaves.

He continued.

‘That morning, quite early, I happened to be strolling down one of the side streets off the main Subura Way, whistling a tune, noticing how spring had brought out all sorts of tiny flowers and shoots between the paving stones. Beauty asserts itself even here amid such squalor, I thought to myself, and I considered composing a poem, except that I’m not very good at poems – ’

‘And then something happened?’ I prompted.

‘Oh, yes. A man shouted down to me from a second-storey window. He said, “Please, citizen, come quick! A man is dying!” I hesitated. After all, he might have been trying to lure me into the building to rob me, or worse, and I didn’t even have a slave with me for protection – I like going out alone, you see. Then another man appeared at the window beside the first, and said, “Please, citizen, we need your help. The young man is dying and he’s made out a will – he needs seven citizens to witness it and we already have six. Won’t you come up?”

‘Well, I did go up. It’s not very often that anybody needs me for anything. How could I refuse? The apartment turned out to be a rather nicely furnished set of rooms, not at all shabby and certainly not menacing. In one of the rooms a man lay wrapped in a blanket upon a couch, moaning and shivering. An older man was attending to him, daubing his brow with a damp cloth. There were six others crowded into the room. No one seemed to know anyone else – it seemed we had each been summoned off the street, one by one.’

‘To witness the will of the dying man?’

‘Yes. His name was Asuvius, from the town of Larinum. He was visiting the city when he was struck by a terrible malady. He lay on the bed, wet with sweat and trembling with fever. The illness had aged him terribly – according to his friend he wasn’t yet twenty, yet his face was haggard and lined. Doctors had been summoned but had been of no use. Young Asuvius feared that he would die at any moment. Never having made a will – such a young man, after all – he had sent his friend to procure a wax tablet and a stylus. I didn’t read the document as it was passed among us, of course, but I saw that it had been written by two different hands. He must have written the first few lines himself, in a faltering, unsteady hand; I suppose his friend finished the document for him. Seven witnesses were required, so to expedite matters the older man had simply called for citizens to come up from the street. While we watched, the poor lad scrawled his name with the stylus and pressed his seal ring into the wax.’

‘After which you signed and sealed it yourself?’

‘Yes, along with the others. Then the older man thanked us and urged us to leave the room, so that young Asuvius could rest quietly before the end came. I don’t mind telling you that I was weeping like a fountain as I stepped onto the street, and I wasn’t the only one. I strolled about the Subura in a melancholy mood, thinking about that young man’s fate, about his poor family back in Larinum and how they would take the news. I remember walking by a brothel situated at the end of the block, hardly a hundred paces from the dying man’s room, and being struck by the contrast, the irony, that within those walls there lurked such pleasure and relief, while only a few doors down, the mouth of Pluto was opening to swallow a dying country lad. I remember thinking what a lovely poem such an irony might inspire – ’

‘No doubt it would, in the hands of a truly great poet,’ I acknowledged quickly. ‘So, did you ever learn what became of the youth?’

‘A few hours later, after strolling about the city in a haze, I found myself back on that very street, as if the invisible hand of a god had guided me there. It was shortly after noon. The landlord told me that young Asuvius had died not long after I left. The older man – Oppianicus his name was, also of Larinum – had summoned the landlord to the room, weeping and lamenting, and had shown the landlord the body all wrapped up in a sheet. Later the landlord saw Oppianicus and another man from Larinum carry the body down the stairs and load it into a cart to take it to the embalmers outside the Esquiline Gate.’ Lucius sighed. ‘I tossed and turned all night, thinking about the fickleness of the Fates and the way that Fortune can turn her back even on a young man starting out in life. It made me think of all the days I’ve wasted, all the hours of boredom – ’

Before he could conceive of yet another stillborn poem, I nodded to Bethesda to refill his cup and my own. ‘A sad tale, Lucius Claudius, but not uncommon. Life in the city is full of tragedies. Strangers die around us every day. We persevere.’

‘But that’s just the point – young Asuvius isn’t dead! I saw him just this morning, strolling down the Subura Way, smiling and happy! Oh, he still appeared a bit haggard, but he was certainly up and walking.’

‘Perhaps you were mistaken.’

‘Impossible. He was with the older man, Oppianicus. I called to them across the street. Oppianicus saw me – or at least I thought he did – but he took the younger man’s arm and they disappeared into a shop on the corner. I followed after them, but a cart was passing in the street and the stupid driver almost ran me down. When I finally stepped into the shop they were gone. They must have passed through the shop into the cross street beyond and disappeared.’

He sat back and sipped his wine. ‘I sat down in a shady spot by the public fountain and tried to think it through; then I remembered your name. I think it was Cicero who mentioned you to me, that young advocate who did a bit of legal work for me last year. I can’t imagine who else might help me. What do you say, Gordianus? Am I mad? Or is it true that the shades of the dead walk abroad in the noonday sun?’

‘The answer to both questions may be yes, Lucius Claudius, but that doesn’t explain what’s occurred. From what you’ve told me, I should think that something quite devious and all too human is afoot. But tell me, what is your concern? You don’t know either of these men. What is your interest in this mystery?’

‘Don’t you understand, Gordianus, after all I’ve told you? I spend my days in idle boredom, peering into the windows of other people’s lives. Now something has happened that actually titillates me. I would investigate the circumstances by myself, only’ – the great bulk of his body shrank a bit – ‘I’m not exactly brave . . .’

I glanced at the glittering jewellery about his fingers and throat. ‘I should tell you, then, that I’m not exactly cheap.’

‘And I am not exactly poor.’

 

Lucius insisted on accompanying me, though I warned him that if he feared boredom, my initial inquiries were likely to prove more excruciating than he could bear. Searching through the Subura for a pair of strangers from out of town was hardly my idea of excitement, but Lucius wanted to follow my every step. I could only shrug and allow it; if he wanted to trail after me like a dog, he was certainly paying well enough for the privilege.

I began at the house where the young man had supposedly died and where Lucius had witnessed the signing of his will. The landlord had nothing more to say than what he had already said to Lucius – until I nudged my client and indicated that he should rattle his coin purse. The musical jingling induced the landlord to sing.

The older man, Oppianicus, had been renting the room for more than a month. He and a circle of younger friends from Larinum were much given to debauchery – the landlord could deduce that much from the sour smell of spilled wine that wafted from their room, from the raucous gambling parties they held, and from the steady parade of prostitutes who visited them from the brothel down the street.

‘And the younger man, Asuvius, the one who died?’ I asked.

‘Yes, what of him?’

‘He was equally debauched?’

The landlord shrugged. ‘You know how it is – these young men from small towns, especially the lads who have a bit of money, they come to Rome and they want to live a little.’

‘Sad, that this one should die, instead.’

‘That has nothing to do with me,’ the landlord protested. ‘I keep a safe house. It wasn’t as if the boy was murdered in one of my rooms. He took sick and died.’

‘Did he look particularly frail?’

‘Not at all, but debauchery can ruin any man’s health.’

‘Not in a month’s time.’

‘When illness strikes, it strikes; neither man nor god can lengthen a man’s time once the Fates have measured out the thread of his life.’

‘Wise words,’ I agreed. I pulled a few coins from Lucius’ purse and slapped them into the man’s waiting palm.

 

The brothel down the street was one of the Subura’s more respectable, which is to say more expensive, houses of entertainment. Several well-dressed slaves lingered outside the door, waiting for their masters to come out. Inside, the floor of the little foyer was decorated with a black and white mosaic of Priapus pursuing a wood nymph. Rich tapestries of red and green covered the walls.

The clientele was not shoddy, either. While we waited for the master of the house, a customer passed us on his way to the door. He was at least a minor magistrate, to judge from his gold seal ring, and he seemed to know Lucius, at whom he cast a puzzled gaze.

‘You – Lucius Claudius – here in Priapus’ Palace?’

‘Yes, and what of it, Gaius Fabius?’

‘But I’d never have dreamed you had a lustful bone in your body!’

Lucius sniffed at the ceiling. ‘I happen to be here on important business, if you don’t mind.’

‘Oh, I see. But of course. Don’t let me interrupt you!’ The man suppressed a laugh until he was out of the door. I heard him braying in the street.

‘Harrumph! Let him laugh and gossip about me behind my back,’ said Lucius. ‘I shall compose a satirical poem for my revenge, so witheringly spiteful that it shall render that buffoon too limp to visit this – what did he call this place?’

‘Priapus’ Palace,’ piped an unctuously friendly voice. The master of the house suddenly appeared between us and slid his arms around our shoulders. ‘And what pleasures may I offer to amuse two such fine specimens of Roman manhood?’ The man smiled blandly at me, then at Lucius, then at the baubles that decorated Lucius’ neck and fingers. He licked his lips and slithered to the centre of the room, turned and clapped his hands. A file of scantily clad women began to enter the room.

‘Actually,’ I said hurriedly, ‘we’ve come on behalf of a friend.’

‘Oh?’

‘A regular client of your establishment in recent days, I believe. A young visitor to Rome, named Asuvius.’

From the corner of my eye I saw a sudden movement among the girls. One of them, a honey blonde, tripped and thrust out her hands for balance. She turned a pair of startled blue eyes in my direction.

‘Oh yes, that handsome lad from Larinum,’ gushed our host. ‘We haven’t seen him for at least a day and a half – I was beginning to wonder what had become of him!’

‘We’re here on his behalf,’ I said, thinking it might not be a lie, when all was said and done. ‘He sent us to fetch his favourite girl – but I can’t seem to remember her name. Can you remember it, Lucius?’

Lucius gave a start and blinked his eyes, which were trained on the girls and threatened to pop from their sockets. ‘Me? Oh no, I can’t remember a thing.’

A look of pure avarice crossed our host’s face. ‘His favourite? Ah, let me think . . . yes, that would be Merula, most definitely Merula!’ Another clap of his hands fetched a slave who put an ear to his master’s whispering lips, then ran from the room. A moment later Merula appeared, a stunning Ethiopian so tall that she had to bow her head to pass through the doorway. Her skin was the colour of midnight and her eyes flashed like shooting stars.

Lucius was visibly impressed and reached for his purse, but I stayed his hand. It occurred to me that our host was offering us his most expensive property, not the one which had necessarily been the favourite of young Asuvius.

‘No, no,’ I said, ‘I’m sure I would have remembered a name like Merula.’

‘Ah, and she sings like a blackbird, as well,’ interjected our host.

‘Nevertheless, I think we were meant to fetch that one.’ I nodded at the honey blonde, who gazed back at me with apprehensive blue eyes.

 

The tavern across the street was pleasantly cool and dark, and almost deserted. Columba sat within the cloak Lucius had thrown over her transparent gown, looking pensive.

‘The day before yesterday?’ she frowned.

‘Yes, the day after the Ides of Maius,’ offered Lucius, certain at last that he had his chronology straight, and eager to help.

‘And you say that you saw Asuvius in his room, deathly ill?’ She continued to frown.

‘So it appeared, when this man Oppianicus called me up to the room.’ Lucius leaned on one elbow, gazing at her raptly and ignoring his cup of wine. He was not used to being so near such a beautiful girl, I could tell.

‘And this was in the morning?’ Columba asked.

‘Yes, quite early in the morning.’

‘But Asuvius was with me!’

‘Can you be sure of that?’

‘Certainly, because he had slept the whole night with me, at my room at the Palace, and we didn’t wake until quite late that morning. Even then, we didn’t leave the room . . .’

‘Ah, youth!’ I sighed.

She blushed faintly. ‘And we stayed in my room to eat our midday meal. So you see, you must have the days mixed up, or else – ’

‘Yes?’

‘Well, it’s the oddest thing. Some of Asuvius’ freedmen were by the Palace only yesterday, asking for him. They seemed not to know where he was. They seemed rather worried.’ She looked at me, suddenly suspicious. ‘What is your interest in Asuvius?’

‘I’m not really sure,’ I said truthfully. ‘Does it matter?’ I took a coin from Lucius’ purse and slid it across the table to her. She looked at it coolly, then slipped her tiny white hand over it.

‘I should hate it if anything has really happened to Asuvius,’ she said quietly. ‘He really is a sweet boy. Do you know, he told me it was his very first time, when he came to the Palace a month ago? I could believe it, too, with all the fumbling, and all the – ’ She broke off with a wistful sigh, laughed sadly, then sighed again. ‘I shall hate it if it’s true that’s he taken sick and died so suddenly.’

‘Oh, but he hasn’t,’ said Lucius. ‘That’s why we’re here; that’s what we don’t understand. I saw him alive and well with my own eyes, this very morning!’

‘But then, how can you say he was deathly ill two days ago, and that the landlord saw his body taken away in a cart?’ Columba frowned. ‘I tell you, he was with me the whole morning. Asuvius was never sick at all; you must be confused.’

‘Then you last saw him on the day before yesterday, the same day that Lucius Claudius was called up to witness the lad’s will,’ I said. ‘Tell me, Columba, and this might be very important: was he wearing his seal ring?’

‘He was wearing very little at all,’ she said frankly.

‘Columba, that is not an answer.’

‘Well, of course, he wears his ring always. Doesn’t every citizen? I’m sure he was wearing it that morning.’

‘You seem awfully certain. Surely he wasn’t signing documents here in your room?’

She looked at me coolly, then spoke very slowly. ‘Sometimes, when a man and woman are being intimate, there is cause to notice that one of them happens to be wearing a ring. Perhaps one feels a certain discomfort . . . or a bit of a snag. Yes, I’m sure he was wearing his ring.’

I nodded, satisfied. ‘When did he leave you?’

‘After we ate our midday meal. Of course, after we ate, we . . . shall we say it was two hours after noon? His friends from Larinum came to collect him.’

‘Not his freedmen?’

‘No. Asuvius doesn’t have much use for servants, he says they only get in his way. He’s always sending them off on silly errands to keep them away from him. He says they’ll only carry gossip back to his sisters in Larinum.’

‘And to his parents, as well, I suppose?’

‘Alas, Asuvius has no parents. His mother and father died in a fire only a year ago. It was a hard year that followed, having to take on his father’s duties in such a hurry, and after such a terrible tragedy. All the big farms he owns, and all the slaves! All the paperwork, counting up figures so he’ll know what he’s worth. To hear him talk, you’d think a rich man has more work to do than a poor one!’

‘So it may seem, to a young lad who’d rather be footloose and carefree,’ I noted.

‘This trip to Rome was to be his holiday, after such a hard year of grieving and labour. It was his friends who suggested the trip.’

‘Ah, the same friends who came for him the day before yesterday.’

‘Yes, crusty old Oppianicus and his young friend, Vulpinus.’

‘Vulpinus? A peculiar name. Has he a snout and a tail?’

‘Oh, his real name is Marcus Avillius, but all the girls at the Palace call him Vulpinus on account of his foxy disposition. Always nosing into things, never seems to be completely honest, even when there’s no point in lying. Quite a charmer, though, and not bad looking.’

‘I know the sort,’ I said.

‘He plays a sort of older brother to Asuvius, since Asuvius has no brothers – brought him to the city, arranged for a place for him to stay, showed him how to have a good time.’

‘I see. And two days ago, as they were leaving Priapus’ Palace, did Oppianicus and the Fox give any hint as to where they were taking young Asuvius?’

‘More than a hint. They said they were off to the gardens.’

‘What gardens?’

‘Why, the ones outside the Esquiline Gate. Oppianicus and Vulpinus had been telling Asuvius how splendid they are, with splashing fountains and flowers in full bloom – Maius is a perfect month to visit them. Asuvius was very eager to go. There are so many sights here in the city that he hasn’t yet seen, having spent so much of his time, well, enjoying indoor pleasures.’ Columba smiled a bit crookedly. ‘He’s hardly stepped outside the Subura. I don’t think he’s even been down to see the Forum!’

‘Ah, yes, and of course a young visitor from Larinum would hardly want to miss seeing the famous gardens outside the Esquiline Gate.’

‘I suppose not, from the way Oppianicus and Vulpinus described them – leafy green tunnels and beautiful pools, meadows of blossoms and lovely statues. I wish I could see them myself, but the master hardly ever lets me out of the house except for business. Would you believe that I’ve been in Rome for almost two years and I’d never even heard of the gardens?’

‘I can believe that,’ I said gravely.

‘But Asuvius said if the place turned out to be as special as his friends claimed, he might take me there himself in a few days, as a treat.’ She brightened a bit. I sighed.

We escorted her back to Priapus’s Palace. Her owner was surprised to see her back so soon, but he made no complaint about the fee.

Outside, the street darkened for a moment as a cloud obscured the sun. ‘No matter whose account is accurate, young Asuvius most assuredly did not die in his bed the day before yesterday,’ I said. ‘Either he was with Columba, very much alive and well, or, if indeed you saw him lying feverish in his apartment, he recovered and you saw him on the street this morning. Still, I begin to fear for the lad. I fear for him most desperately.’

‘Why?’ asked Lucius.

‘You know as well as I, Lucius Claudius, that there are no gardens outside the Esquiline Gate!’

 

One passes from the city of the living through the Esquiline Gate into the city of the dead.

On the left side of the road is the public necropolis of Rome, where the mass graves of slaves and the modest tombs of the Roman poor are crowded close. Long ago, when Rome was young, the lime pits were discovered nearby. Just as the city of the living sprang up around the river and the Forum and the markets, so the city of the dead sprang up around the lime pits and the crematoria and the temples where corpses are purified.

On the right side of the road are the public refuse pits, where the residents of the Subura and surrounding neighbourhoods dump their rubbish. All manner of waste lies heaped in the sand pits – broken bits of crockery and furniture, rotting scraps of food, discarded garments soiled and torn beyond even a beggar’s use. Here and there the custodians light small fires to consume the debris, then rake fresh sand over the smouldering embers.

No matter in which direction one looks, there are certainly no gardens outside the Esquiline Gate, unless one counts the isolated flowers that spring up among the mouldering debris of the rubbish heaps, or the scraggly vines which wind their way about the old, neglected tombs of the forgotten dead. I began to suspect that Oppianicus and the Fox had a cruel sense of humour indeed.

A glance at Lucius told me that he was having second thoughts about accompanying me on this part of my investigation. The Subura and its vices might seem colourful and quaint, but even Lucius could find no charm in the necropolis and the rubbish tips. He wrinkled his nose and batted a swarm of flies from his face, but he did not turn back.

We passed back and forth between the right side of the road and the left, questioning the few people we met about three strangers they might have seen two days before – an older man, a foxy young rogue, and a mere lad. The tenders of the dead waved us aside, having no patience to deal with the living; the custodians of the rubbish heaps shrugged and shook their heads.

We stood at the edge of the sand pits, surveying a prospect that might have looked like Hades, if there were a sun to shine through the hazy smoke of Hades onto its smouldering wastes. Suddenly, there was a low hissing noise behind us. Lucius started. My hand jumped to my dagger.

The maker of the noise was a shuffling, stooped derelict who had been watching us from behind a heap of smouldering rubbish.

‘What do you want?’ I asked, keeping my hand close to the dagger.

The lump of filthy hair and rags swayed a bit, and two milky eyes stared up at me. ‘I hear you’re looking for someone,’ the man finally said.

‘Perhaps.’

‘Then perhaps I can help you.’

‘Speak plainly.’

‘I know where you’ll find the young man!’

‘What young man are you talking about?’

The figure stooped and looked up at me sidelong. ‘I heard you asking one of the workers a moment ago. You didn’t see me, but I saw you, and I listened. I heard you asking about the three men who were by here two days ago, the older man and the boy and the one between. I know where the boy is!’

‘Show us.’

The creature held out a hand so stained and weathered it looked like a stump of wood. Lucius drew back, appalled, but reached for his purse. I stayed his hand.

‘After you show us,’ I said.

The thing hissed at me. It stamped its foot and growled. Finally it turned and waved for us to follow.

I grabbed Lucius’ arm and whispered in his ear. ‘You mustn’t come. Such a creature is likely to lure us into a trap. Look at the jewels you wear, the purse you carry. Go to the crematoria, where you’ll be safe. I’ll follow the man alone.’

Lucius looked at me, his lips pursed, his eyes open wide. ‘Gordianus, you must be joking. No power of man or god will stop me from seeing whatever this man has to show us!’

The creature shambled and lurched over the rubbish heaps and drifts of dirty sand. We strode deeper and deeper into the wastes. The heaps of ash and rubble rose higher around us, hiding us from the road. The creature led us around the flank of a low sandy hill. An orange haze engulfed us. An acrid cloud of smoke swirled around us. I choked. Lucius reached for his throat and began to cough. The hot breath of an open flame blew against my face.

Through the murk I saw the derelict silhouetted against the fire. He bobbed his head up and down and pointed at something in the flames.

‘What is it?’ I wheezed. ‘I see nothing.’

Lucius gave a start. He seized my arm and pointed. There, within the inferno, amid the indiscriminate heap of fiery rubbish, I glimpsed the remains of a human body.

The flaming heap collapsed upon itself, sending out a spray of orange cinders. I covered my face with my sleeve and put my arm around Lucius’ Shoulder. Together we fled from the blazing heat and smoke. The derelict scampered after us, his long brown arm extended, palm up.

 

‘There is no proof that the body the derelict showed us was that of Asuvius,’ I said. ‘It might have been another derelict, for all we know. The truth is beyond proving. That is the crux of the matter.’

I took a long sip of wine. Night had descended on Rome. Crickets chirred in my garden. Bethesda sat beneath the portico nearby, beside a softly glowing lamp. She pretended to stitch a torn tunic, but listened to every word. Lucius Claudius sat beside me, staring at the moon’s reflection in his cup.

‘Tell me, Gordianus, how exactly do you explain the discrepancies between what I saw and the tale that Columba told us? What really happened the day after the Ides of Maius?’

‘I should think that the sequence of events is clear.’

‘Even so – ’

‘Very well, this is how I would tell the story. There was once a wealthy young orphan in a town called Larinum who chose his friends very poorly. Two of those friends, an old rogue and a young predator, talked him into going to Rome for a long holiday. The three of them took up residence in one of the seedier parts of town and proceeded to indulge in just the sorts of vices that are likely to lull a green country lad into a vulnerable stupor. Away from the boy’s watchful sisters and the town gossips in Larinum, the Fox and old Oppianicus were free to hatch their scheme.

‘On a morning when Asuvius was dallying with his favourite prostitute, the Fox pretended to be the boy and took to his bed, feigning a mortal illness. Oppianicus summoned strangers off the street to act as witnesses to a will – people who wouldn’t know Asuvius from Alexander. Oppianicus made at least one mistake, but he got away with it.’

‘What was that?’

‘Someone must have asked the dying man’s age. Oppianicus, without thinking, said he was not yet twenty; you told me so. True enough, if he meant Asuvius. But it was the Fox who lay on the bed pretending to be Asuvius, and I gather that the Fox is well beyond twenty. Even so, you yourself ascribed the discrepancy to illness – “haggard and lined”, you said he looked, as if terribly aged from his sickness. The other witnesses probably thought the same thing. People will go to great lengths to make the evidence of their own eyes conform to whatever someone tells them is the truth.’

Lucius frowned. ‘Why was the will in two different handwritings?’

‘Yes, I remember you mentioning that. The Fox began it, feigning such a weak hand that he couldn’t finish it; such a ploy would help to explain why his signature would not be recognizable as the hand of Asuvius – anyone would think it was the scrawl of a man nearly dead.’

‘But the Fox pressed his own seal ring into the wax,’ protested Lucius. ‘I saw him do it. It couldn’t have been the true seal of Asuvius, who was with Columba, wearing his ring.’

‘I’ll come to that. Now, once the will was witnessed all around, you and the others were shunted from the room. Oppianicus wound the Fox up in a sheet, tore his hair and worked tears into his eyes, then called for the landlord.’

‘Who saw a corpse!’

‘Who thought he saw a corpse. All he saw was a body in a sheet. He thought Asuvius had died of a sudden illness; he took no pains to examine the corpse.’

‘But later he saw two men taking the body away in a cart.’

‘He saw Oppianicus and the Fox, who had changed back into his clothes, carrying out something wrapped up in a sheet – a sack of millet, for all we know.’

‘Ah, and once they were out of sight they got rid of the cart and the millet and went to fetch Asuvius from the brothel.’

‘Yes, for their appointed stroll through the “gardens”. The derelict witnessed the rest, how they ushered the confused boy to a secluded spot where the Fox strangled him to death, how they stripped his body and hid his corpse amid the rubbish. That was when they stole the seal ring from his finger. Later they must have rubbed the Fox’s seal from the wax and applied the true seal of Asuvius to the will.’

‘There’s a law against that,’ said Lucius, without much conviction.

‘Yes, the Cornelian law, enacted by our esteemed Senate just three years ago. Why do you think they passed such a law? Because falsifying wills has become as commonplace as senators picking their noses in public!’

‘So the man I saw with Oppianicus in the street was indeed the same man whose will I witnessed – ’

‘Yes, but it was the Fox all along, not Asuvius.’

Lucius nodded. ‘And so the scheme is complete; the false will cheats Asuvius’ sisters and other relatives, no doubt, and leaves a tidy fortune to his dear friends Oppianicus and Marcus Avillius – also known as the Fox, for good reason.’

I nodded.

‘We must do something!’

‘Yes, but what? I suppose you could bring a suit against the culprits and attempt to prove that the will is fraudulent. That should take up a great deal of your time and money; if you think you suffer from boredom now, wait until you’ve spent a month or two bustling from clerk to clerk filing actions down in the Forum. And if Oppianicus and the Fox find an advocate half as crafty as they are, you’ll likely as not be laughed out of court.’

‘Forget the fraudulent will. These men are guilty of cold-blooded murder!’

‘But will you be able to prove it, without a corpse and with no reliable witness? Even if you could find him again, our derelict friend is not the sort of man whose testimony would impress a Roman jury.’

‘You’re telling me that we’ve come to the end of it?’

‘I’m telling you that if you wish to proceed any further, what you need is an advocate, not Gordianus the Finder.’

 

Ten days later, Lucius Claudius came knocking at my door again.

I was more than a little surprised to see him. Having set me on the trail of young Asuvius and having followed me to its end, I expected him to lose interest quickly and lapse into his customary boredom. Instead he informed me that he had been doing a bit of legwork on his own.

He invited me for a stroll. While we walked he talked of nothing in particular, but I noticed that we were drawing near to the street where the whole story had begun. Lucius remarked that he was thirsty. We stepped into the tavern across from Priapus’ Palace.

‘I’ve been thinking a great deal about what you said, Gordianus, about Roman justice. You’re right; we can’t trust the courts any more. Advocates twist words and laws to their own purposes, pervert the sentiments of jurors, resort to intimidation and outright bribery. Still, true justice must be worth pursuing. I keep thinking of the flames, and the sight of that young man’s body, thrown into a rubbish pit and burned to ashes. By the way, Oppianicus and the Fox are back in town.’

‘Oh? Did they ever leave?’

‘They were on their way back to Larinum when I saw them that day, before I came to you. Oppianicus made a great production of showing Asuvius’ will to anyone who cared to look, then filed it with the clerks in the forum at Larinum. So my messengers to Larinum tell me.’

‘Messengers?’

‘Yes, I thought I would get in touch with Asuvius’s sisters. A band of his freedmen arrived in Rome just this morning.’

‘I see. And Oppianicus and the Fox are here already.’

‘Yes. Oppianicus is staying with friends in a house over on the Aventine Hill. But the Fox is just across the street, in the apartment where they played their little charade.’

I turned and looked out of the window. From where we sat, I could see the ground-floor door of the tenement and the window above, the same window from which Lucius had been summoned to witness the will. The shutters were drawn.

‘What a neighbourhood!’ said Lucius. ‘Some days I think that almost anything could happen in the Subura.’ He craned his neck and looked over my shoulder. From up the street I heard the noise of an approaching mob.

There were twenty of them or more, brandishing knives and clubs. They gathered outside the tenement, where they banged their clubs against the door and demanded entrance. When the door did not open, they broke it down and streamed inside.

The shutters were thrown back. A face appeared at the window above. If the Fox was handsome and charming, as Columba had told us, it was impossible to tell at that moment. His eyes were bulging in panic and all the blood had drained from his cheeks. He stared down at the street and swallowed hard, as if working up his courage to jump. He hesitated a moment too long; hands gripped his shoulders and yanked him back into the room.

A moment later he was thrust stumbling from the doorway. The mob surrounded him and hounded him up the street. Vendors and idlers scattered and disappeared into doorways. Windows flew open and curious faces peered down.

‘Hurry,’ said Lucius, throwing back the last of his wine, ‘or we’ll miss the fun. The Fox has been run out of his hole, and the hounds will pursue him all the way to the Forum.’

We hurried into the street. As we passed Priapus’ Palace I looked up. Columba stood at a window, gazing down in confusion and excitement. Lucius waved to her, flashing an enormous grin. She gave a start and smiled back at him.

He cupped his hands and shouted, ‘Come with us!’ When she bit her lip in hesitation, he waved with both hands.

Columba vanished from the window and a moment later was running up the street to join us. Her master appeared at the door, gesticulating and stamping his foot. Lucius turned and shook his purse at the man.

Asuvius’ freedmen roared all the way to the Forum. The outer circle banged their clubs against walls and passing wagons; the inner circle kept the Fox closely hemmed in. They took up a chant. ‘Justice! Justice! Justice!’ By the time we reached the Forum, the Fox was looking quite run-to-earth indeed.

The gang of freedman shoved the Fox around and around in a dizzying circle. At last we came to the tribunal of the commissioners, whose most neglected duty is keeping order in the streets, and who also, incidentally, conduct investigations preliminary to bringing charges for crimes of violence. Beneath the shade of a portico, the unsuspecting commissioner for the Subura, Quintus Manilius, sat squinting at a stack of parchments. He looked up in alarm when the Fox came staggering before him. The freedmen, excited to fever pitch by their parade through the streets, all began speaking at once, creating an indecipherable roar.

Manilius wrinkled his brow. He banged his fist against the table and raised his hand. Everyone fell silent.

Even then I thought that the Fox would get the best of his accusers. He had only to stand upon his rights as a citizen and to keep his mouth shut. But the wicked are often cowards, even the coldest heart may be haunted by crime, and human foxes as often as not step into traps of their own devising.

The Fox rushed up to the bench, weeping. ‘Yes! Yes, I murdered him, it’s true! Oppianicus made me do it! I would never have come up with such a plot on my own. It was Oppianicus’s idea from the start, to create the false will and then murder Asuvius! If you don’t believe me, call Oppianicus before this bench and force him to tell you the truth!’

I turned and gazed at Lucius Claudius, who looked just the same as he had always looked – sausage-fingered, plum-cheeked, cherry-nosed – but who no longer looked to me the least bit foolish or dimwitted. His eyes glinted oddly. He looked a bit frightening, in fact, and terribly sure of himself, which is to say that he looked like what he was, a Roman noble. On his face was a smile such as great poets must smile when they have finished a magnum opus.

 

The rest of the tale is both good and bad mixed together.

I wish that I could report that Oppianicus and the Fox received their just deserts, but alas, Roman justice prevailed – which is to say that the honourable commissioner Quintus Manilius proved not too honourable to take a bribe from Oppianicus; that at least is what the Forum gossips say. Manilius first announced he would bring a charge of murder against the Fox and Oppianicus, then suddenly dropped the case. Lucius Claudius was bitterly disappointed. I advised him to take heart; from my own experience, villains like Oppianicus and the Fox eventually come to a bad end, though many others may suffer before they reach it.

Perhaps not coincidentally, at about the same time that the murder charges were dropped, the fraudulent will went missing in Larinum. In consequence, the property of the late Asuvius was divided between his surviving blood relations. Oppianicus and the Fox did not profit from his death.

The owner of Priapus’ Palace was furious with Columba for leaving the establishment without his permission, and threatened to chastise her by putting hot coals to her feet, whereupon Lucius Claudius offered to buy her on the spot. I have no doubt that she is well treated in her new household. Lucius may not be the endlessly virile young man that Asuvius was, but that has not kept him from acting like a young man in love.

These days, I see Lucius Claudius quite often in the Forum, in the company of reasonably honest advocates like Cicero and Hortensius. Rome can always use another honest man in the Forum. He tells me that he recently completed a book of love poems and is thinking of running for office. He holds occasional dinner parties and spends his quiet time in the country, overseeing his farms and vineyards.

As the Etruscans used to say, it is an ill will that doesn’t bring someone good fortune. The unfortunate Asuvius may not have left a will, after all, but I think that Lucius Claudius was his beneficiary nonetheless.




THE LEMURES

 



 

The slave pressed a scrap of parchment into my hand:

 
From Lucius Claudius to his friend Gordianus, greetings. If you will accompany this messenger on his return, I will be grateful. I am at the house of a friend on the Palatine Hill; there is a problem which requires your attention. Come alone – do not bring the boy – the circumstances might frighten him.
 

Lucius need not have warned me against bringing Eco, for at that moment the boy was busy with his tutor. From the garden, where they had found a patch of morning sunlight to ward off the October chill, I could hear the old man declaiming while Eco wrote the day’s Latin lesson on his wax tablet.

‘Bethesda!’ I called out, but she was already behind me, holding open my woollen cloak. As she slipped it over my shoulders, she glanced down at the note in my hand. She wrinkled her nose. Unable to read, Bethesda regards the written word with suspicion and disdain.

‘From Lucius Claudius?’ she asked, raising an eyebrow.

‘Why, yes, but how – ?’ Then I realized she must have recognized his messenger. Slaves often take more notice of one another than do their masters.

‘I suppose he wants you to go gaming with him, or to taste the new vintage from one of his vineyards.’ She tossed back her mane of jet-black hair and pouted her luscious lips.

‘I suppose not; he has work for me.’

A smile flickered at the corner of her mouth.

‘Not that it should be any concern of yours,’ I added quickly. Since I had taken Eco in from the streets and legally adopted him, Bethesda had begun to behave less and less like a concubine and more and more like a wife and mother. I wasn’t sure I liked the change; I was even less sure I had any control over it.

‘Frightening work,’ I added. ‘Probably dangerous.’ But she was already busy adding my fee to the household accounts in her head. As I stepped out of the door I heard her humming a happy Egyptian tune from her childhood.

The day was bright and crisp. Drifts of leaves lined either side of the narrow, winding pathway that led from my house down the slope of the Esquiline Hill to the Subura below. The tang of smoke was on the air, rising from kitchens and braziers. The messenger drew his dark green cloak more tightly about his shoulders to ward off the chill.

‘Neighbour! Citizen!’ A voice hissed at me from the wall to my right. I looked up and saw two eyes peering down at me over the top of the wall, surmounted by the dome of a bald, knobby head. ‘Neighbour – yes, you! Gordianus, they call you; am I right?’

I looked up at him warily. ‘Yes, Gordianus is my name.’

‘And “Finder” they call you – yes?’

I nodded.

‘You solve puzzles. Plumb mysteries. Answer riddles.’

‘Sometimes.’

‘Then you must help me!’

‘Perhaps, citizen. But not now. A friend summons me – ’

‘This will only take a moment.’

‘Even so, I grow cold standing here – ’

‘Then come inside! I’ll open the little door in the wall and let you in.’

‘No – perhaps tomorrow.’

‘No! Now! They will come tonight, I know it – or even this afternoon, when the shadows lengthen. See, the clouds are coming up. If the sun grows dim, they may come out at midday beneath the dark, brooding sky.’

‘They? Whom do you mean, citizen?’

His eyes grew large, yet his voice became quite tiny, like the voice of a mouse. ‘The lemures . . .’ he squeaked.

Lucius Claudius’ messenger clutched at his cloak. I felt the sudden chill myself, but it was only a cold, dry wind gusting down the pathway that made me shiver; or so I told myself.

‘Lemures,’ the man repeated. ‘The unquiet dead!’

Leaves scattered and danced about my feet. A thin finger of cloud obscured the sun, dimming its bright, cold light to a hazy grey.

‘Vengeful,’ the man whispered. ‘Full of spite. Empty of all remorse. Human no longer, spirits sucked dry of warmth and pity, desiccated and brittle like shards of bone, with nothing left but wickedness. Dead, but not gone from this world as they should be. Revenge is their only food. The only gift they offer is madness.’

I stared into the man’s dark, sunken eyes for a long moment, then broke from his gaze. ‘A friend calls me,’ I said, nodding for the slave to go on.

‘But neighbour, you can’t abandon me. I was a soldier for Sulla! I fought in the civil war to save the Republic! I was wounded – if you’ll step inside you’ll see. My left leg is no good at all, I have to hobble and lean against a stick. While you, you’re young and whole and healthy. A young Roman like you owes me some respect. Please – there’s no one else to help me!’

‘My business is with the living, not the dead,’ I said sternly.

‘I can pay you, if that’s what you want. Sulla gave all his soldiers farms up in Etruria. I sold mine – I was never meant to be a farmer. I still have silver left. I can pay you a handsome fee, if you help me.’

‘And how can I help you? If you have a problem with lemures, consult a priest or an augur.’

‘I have, believe me! Every spring, in the month of Maius, I take part in the Lemuria procession to ward off evil spirits. I mutter the incantations, I cast the black beans over my shoulder. Perhaps it works; the lemures never come to me in spring, and they stay away all summer. But as surely as leaves wither and fall from the trees, they come to me every autumn. They come to drive me mad!’

‘Citizen, I cannot – ’

‘They cast a spell inside my head.’

‘Citizen! I must go.’

‘Please,’ he whispered. ‘I was a soldier once, brave, afraid of nothing. I killed many men, fighting for Sulla, for Rome. I waded through rivers of blood and valleys of gore up to my hips and never quailed. I feared no one. And now . . .’ He made a face of such self-loathing that I turned away. ‘Help me,’ he pleaded.

‘Perhaps . . . when I return . . .’

He smiled pitifully, like a doomed man given a reprieve. ‘Yes,’ he whispered, ‘when you return . . .’

I hurried on.

 

The house on the Palatine, like its neighbours, presented a rather plain facade, despite its location in the city’s most exclusive district. Except for two pillars in the form of caryatids supporting the roof, the portico’s only adornment was a funeral wreath of cypress and fir on the door.

The short hallway, flanked on either side by the wax masks of noble ancestors, led to a modest atrium. On an ivory bier, a body lay in state. I stepped forward and looked down at the corpse. I saw a young man, not yet thirty, unremarkable except for the grimace that contorted his features. Normally the anointers are able to remove signs of distress and suffering from the faces of the dead, to smooth wrinkled brows and unclench tightened jaws. But the face of this corpse had grown rigid beyond the power of the anointers to soften it. Its expression was not of pain or misery, but of fear.

‘He fell,’ said a familiar voice behind me.

I turned to see my one-time client, then friend, Lucius Claudius. He was as portly as ever, and not even the gloomy light of the atrium could dim the cherry-red of his cheeks and nose.

We exchanged greetings, then turned our eyes to the corpse.

‘Titus,’ explained Lucius, ‘the owner of this house. For the last two years, anyway.’

‘He died from a fall?’

‘Yes. There’s a gallery that runs along the west side of the house, with a long balcony that overlooks a steep hillside. Titus fell from the balcony three nights ago. He broke his back.’

‘And died at once?’

‘No. He lingered through the night and lived until nightfall the next day. He told a curious tale before he died. Of course, he was feverish and in great pain, despite the draughts of nepenthe he was given . . .’ Lucius shifted his considerable bulk uneasily inside his vast black cloak, and reached up nervously to scratch at his frizzled wreath of copper-coloured hair. ‘Tell me, Gordianus, do you have any knowledge of lemures?’

A strange expression must have crossed my face, for Lucius frowned and wrinkled his brow. ‘Have I said something untoward, Gordianus?’

‘Not at all. But this is the second time today that someone has spoken to me of lemures. On the way here, a neighbour of mine – but I won’t bore you with the tale. All Rome seems to be haunted by spirits today! It must be this oppressive weather . . . this gloomy time of year . . . or indigestion, as my father used to say – ’

‘It was not indigestion that killed my husband. Nor was it a cold wind, or a chilly drizzle, or a nervous imagination.’

The speaker was a tall, thin woman. A stola of black wool covered her from neck to feet; about her shoulders was a wrap of dark blue. Her black hair was drawn back from her face and piled atop her head, held together by silver pins and combs. Her eyes were a glittering blue. Her face was young, but she was no longer a girl. She held herself as rigidly upright as a Vestal, and spoke with the imperious tone of a patrician.

‘This,’ said Lucius, ‘is Gordianus, the man I told you about.’ The woman acknowledged me with a slight nod. ‘And this,’ he continued, ‘is my dear young friend, Cornelia. From the Sullan branch of the Cornelius family.’

I gave a slight start.

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘blood relative to our recently departed and deeply missed dictator. Lucius Cornelius Sulla was my cousin. We were quite close, despite the difference in our ages. I was with him just before he died, down at his villa in Neapolis. A great man. A generous man.’ Her imperious tone softened. She turned her gaze to the corpse on the bier. ‘Now Titus is dead, too. I am alone. Defenceless . . .’

‘Perhaps we should withdraw to the library,’ suggested Lucius.

‘Yes,’ said Cornelia. ‘It’s cold here in the atrium.’

She led us down a short hallway into a small room. My sometime client Cicero would not have called it much of a library – there was only a single cabinet piled with scrolls against one wall – but he would have approved of its austerity. The walls were stained a sombre red and the chairs were backless. A slave tended to the brazier in the centre of the room and departed.

‘How much does Gordianus know?’ Cornelia asked Lucius.

‘Very little. I only explained that Titus fell from the balcony.’

She looked at me with an intensity that was almost frightening. ‘My husband was a haunted man.’

‘Haunted by whom, or what? Lucius spoke to me of lemures.’

‘Not plural, but singular,’ she said. ‘He was tormented by one lemur only.’

‘Was this spirit known to him?’

‘Yes. An acquaintance from his youth; they studied law together in the Forum. The man who owned this house before us. His name was Furius.’

‘This lemur appeared to your husband more than once?’

‘It began last summer. Titus would glimpse the thing for only a moment – beside the road on the way to our country villa, or across the Forum, or in a pool of shadow outside the house. At first he wasn’t sure what it was; he would turn back and try to find it, only to discover it had vanished. Then he began to see it inside the house. That was when he realized who and what it was. He no longer tried to approach it; quite the opposite, he fled the thing, quaking with fear.’

‘Did you see it, as well?’

She stiffened. ‘Not at first . . .’

‘Titus saw it, the night he fell,’ whispered Lucius. He leaned forward and took Cornelia’s hand, but she pulled it away.

‘That night,’ she said, ‘Titus was brooding, pensive. He left me in my sitting room and stepped onto the balcony to pace and take a breath of cold air. Then he saw the thing – so he told the story later, in his delirium. It came towards him, beckoning. It spoke his name. Titus fled to the end of the balcony. The thing came closer. Titus grew mad with fear. Somehow he fell.’

‘The thing pushed him?’

She shrugged. ‘Whether he fell or was pushed, it was his fear of the thing that finally killed him. He survived the fall; he lingered through the night and into the next day. Twilight came. Titus began to sweat and tremble. Even the least movement was agony to him, yet he thrashed and writhed on the bed, mad with panic. He said he could not bear to see the lemur again. At last he died. Do you understand? He chose to die rather than confront the lemur again. You saw his face. It was not pain that killed him. It was fear.’

I pulled my cloak over my hands and curled my toes. It seemed to me that the brazier did nothing to banish the cold from the room. ‘This lemur,’ I said, ‘how did your husband describe it?’

‘The thing was not hard to recognize. It was Furius, who owned this house before us. Its flesh was pocked and white, its teeth broken and yellow. Its hair was like bloody straw, and there was blood all around its neck. It gave off a foul odour . . . but it was most certainly Furius. Except . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘Except that it looked younger than Furius at the end of his life. It looked closer to the age when Furius and Titus knew one another in the Forum, in the days of their young manhood.’

‘When did you first see the lemur yourself?’

‘Last night. I was on the balcony – thinking of Titus and his fall. I turned and saw the thing, but only for an instant. I fled into the house . . . and it called after me.’

‘What did it say?’

‘Two words: Now you. Oh!’ Cornelia drew in a quick, sharp breath. She clutched at her wrap and gazed at the fire.

I stepped closer to the brazier, spreading my fingers to catch the warmth. ‘What a strange day!’ I muttered. ‘What can I say to you, Cornelia, except what I said to another who told me a tale of lemures earlier today: why do you consult me instead of an augur? These are mysteries about which I know very little. Tell me a tale of a missing jewel or a stolen document; call on me with a case of blackmail or show me a corpse with an unknown killer. With these I might help you; about such matters I know more than a little. But how to placate a lemur, I do not know. Of course, I will always come when my friend Lucius Claudius calls me; but I begin to wonder why I am here at all.’

Cornelia studied the crackling embers and did not answer.

‘Perhaps,’ I ventured, ‘you believe this lemur is not a lemur at all. If in fact it is a living man – ’

‘It doesn’t matter what I believe or don’t believe,’ she snapped. I saw in her eyes the same pleading and desperation I had seen in the soldier’s eyes. ‘No priest can help me; there is no protection against a vengeful lemur. Yet perhaps the thing is really human, after all. Such a pretence is possible, isn’t it?’

‘Possible? I suppose.’

‘Then you know of such cases, of a man masquerading as a lemur?’

‘I have no personal experience – ’

‘That’s why I asked Lucius to call you. If this creature is in fact human and alive, then you may be able to save me from it. If instead it is what it appears to be, a lemur, then – then nothing can save me. I am doomed.’ She gasped and bit her knuckles.

‘But if it was your husband’s death the thing desired – ’

‘Haven’t you been listening? I told you what it said to me: Now you. Those were the words it spoke!’ Cornelia shuddered violently. Lucius went to her side. Slowly she calmed herself.

‘Very well, Cornelia. I’ll help you if I can. First, questions. From answers come answers. Can you speak?’

She bit her lips and nodded.

‘You say the thing has the face of Furius. Did your husband think so?’

‘My husband remarked on it, over and over. He saw the thing very close, more than once. On the night he fell, the creature came near enough for him to smell its fetid breath. He recognized it beyond a doubt.’

‘And you? You say you saw it for only an instant last night before you fled. Are you sure it was Furius you saw on the balcony?’

‘Yes! An instant was all I needed. Horrible – discoloured, distorted, wearing a hideous grin – but the face of Furius, I have no doubt.’

‘And yet younger than you remember.’

‘Yes. Somehow the cheeks, the mouth . . . what makes a face younger or older? I don’t know, I can only say that in spite of its hideousness the thing looked as Furius looked when he was a younger man. Not the Furius who died two years ago, but Furius when he was a slender, beardless youth.’

‘I see. In such a case, three possibilities occur to me. Could this indeed have been Furius – not his lemur, but the man himself? Are you certain that he’s dead?’

‘Yes.’

‘There is no doubt?’

‘No doubt at all . . .’ She shivered and seemed to leave something unspoken. I looked at Lucius, who quickly looked away.

‘Then perhaps this Furius had a brother? A twin, perhaps.’

‘A brother, yes, but much older. Besides, he died in the civil war . . .’

‘Oh?’

‘Fighting against Sulla.’

‘I see. Then perhaps Furius had a son, the very image of his father?’

Cornelia shook her head. ‘His only child was an infant daughter. His only other survivors were his wife and mother, and a sister, I think.’

‘And where are the survivors now?’

Cornelia averted her eyes. ‘I’m told they moved into his mother’s house on the Caelian Hill.’

‘So: Furius is assuredly dead, he had no twin – no living brother at all – and he left no son. And yet the thing which haunted your husband, by his own account and yours, bore the face of Furius.’

Cornelia sighed, exasperated. ‘Useless! I called on you only out of desperation.’ She pressed her hands to her eyes. ‘Oh, my head pounds like thunder. Night will come, and how will I bear it? Go now, please. I want to be alone.’

Lucius escorted me to the atrium. ‘What do you think?’ he said.

‘I think that Cornelia is a very frightened woman, and her husband was a frightened man. Why was he so fearful of this particular lemur? If the dead man had been his friend – ’

‘An acquaintance, Gordianus, not exactly a friend.’

‘Is there something more that I should know?’

He shifted uncomfortably. ‘You know how I detest gossip. And really, Cornelia is not nearly as venal as some people think. There is a good side of her that few people see.’

‘It would be best if you told me everything, Lucius. For Cornelia’s sake.’

He pursed his small mouth, furrowed his fleshy brow and scratched his bald pate. ‘Oh, very well,’ he muttered. ‘As I told you, Cornelia and her husband have lived in this house for two years. It has also been two years since Furius died.’

‘And this is no coincidence?’

‘Furius was the original owner of this house. Titus and Cornelia acquired it when he was executed for his crimes against Sulla and the state.’

‘I begin to see . . .’

‘Perhaps you do. Furius and his family were on the wrong side of the civil war, political enemies of Sulla. When Sulla achieved absolute power and compelled the Senate to appoint him dictator, he purged the Republic of his foes. The proscriptions – ’

‘Names posted on lists in the Forum; yes, I remember only too well.’

‘Once a man was proscribed, anyone could hunt him down and bring his head to Sulla for a bounty. I don’t have to remind you of the bloodbath, you were here; you saw the heads mounted on spikes outside the Senate.’

‘And Furius’ head was among them?’

‘Yes. He was proscribed, arrested, and beheaded. You ask if Cornelia is certain that Furius is dead? Yes, because she saw his head on a spike, with blood oozing from the neck. Meanwhile, his property was confiscated and put up for public auction – ’

‘But the auctions were not always public,’ I said. ‘Sulla’s friends usually had first pick of the finest farms and villas.’

‘As did Sulla’s relations,’ added Lucius, wincing. ‘When Furius was caught and beheaded, Titus and Cornelia didn’t hesitate to contact Sulla at once and put their mark on this house. Cornelia had always coveted it; why pass up the opportunity to possess it, and for a song?’ He lowered his voice. ‘The rumour is that they placed the only bid, for the unbelievable sum of a thousand sesterces!’

‘The price of a mediocre Egyptian rug,’ I said. ‘Quite a bargain.’

‘If Cornelia has a flaw, it’s her avarice. Greed is the great vice of our age.’

‘But not the only vice.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Tell me, Lucius, was this Furius really such a great enemy of our late, lamented dictator? Was he such a terrible threat to the security of the state and to Sulla’s personal safety that he truly belonged on the proscription lists?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘There were those who ended up on the lists because they were too rich for their own good; because they possessed things that others coveted.’

Lucius frowned. ‘Gordianus, what I’ve already told you is scandalous enough, and I’ll ask you not to repeat it. I don’t know what further inference you may have drawn, and I don’t care to know. I think we should drop the matter.’

Friend he may be, but Lucius is also of patrician blood; the cords that bind the rich together are made of gold, and are stronger than iron.

 

I made my way homeward, pondering the strange and fatal haunting of Titus and his wife. I had forgotten completely about the soldier until, as I neared my own house, I heard him hissing at me over his garden wall.

‘Finder! You said you’d come back to help me, and here you are. Come inside!’ He disappeared, and a moment later a little wooden door in the wall opened inward. I stopped and stepped inside to find myself in a garden open to the sky, surrounded by a colonnade. A burning smell filled my nostrils; an elderly slave was gathering leaves with a rake and arranging them in piles about a small brazier in the centre of the garden.

The soldier smiled at me crookedly. I judged him to be not too much older than myself, despite his bald head and the grey hairs that bristled from his eyebrows. The dark circles beneath his eyes marked him as a man in desperate need of sleep. He hobbled past me and pulled up a chair for me to sit on.

‘Tell me, neighbour, did you grow up in the countryside?’ His voice cracked slightly, as if pleasant discourse was a strain to him.

‘No, I was born in Rome.’

‘Ah. I grew up near Arpinum, myself. I only mention it because I saw you staring at the leaves and the fire. I know how city folk dread fires and shun them except for heat and cooking. It’s a country habit, burning leaves. Dangerous, but I’m careful. The smell of burning leaves reminds me of my boyhood. As does this garden.’

I looked up at the trees that loomed in stark silhouette against the cloudy sky. Among them were some cypresses and yews that still wore their shaggy grey-green coats, but most were bare. A weirdly twisted little tree, hardly more than a bush, stood in the corner, surrounded by a carpet of round yellow leaves. The old slave walked slowly towards the bush and began to rake its leaves in among the others.

‘Have you lived in this house long?’ I asked.

‘For three years. I cashed in the farm Sulla gave me and bought this place. I retired before the fighting was finished. My leg was crippled. Another wound made my sword arm useless. My shoulder still hurts me now and again, especially at this time of year, when the weather turns cold. This is a bad time of year, all around.’ He grimaced, whether at a phantom pain in his shoulder or at phantoms in the air I could not tell.

‘When did you first see the lemures?’ I asked. Since the man insisted on taking my time, there was no point in being subtle.

‘Just after I moved into this house.’

‘Perhaps the lemures were here before you arrived.’

‘No,’ he said gravely. ‘They must have followed me here.’ He limped towards the brazier, stooped stiffly, gathered up a handful of leaves and scattered them on the fire. ‘Only a little at a time,’ he said softly. ‘Wouldn’t want to be careless with a fire in the garden. Besides, it makes the pleasure last. A little today, a little more tomorrow. Burning leaves reminds me of boyhood.’

‘How do you know they followed you? The lemures, I mean.’

‘Because I recognize them.’

‘Who were they?’

‘I never knew their names.’ He stared into the fire. ‘But I remember the Etruscan’s face when my sword cut open his entrails and he looked up at me, gasping and unbelieving. I remember the bloodshot eyes of the sentries we surprised one night outside Capua. They’d been drinking, the fools; when we stuck our swords into their bellies, I could smell the wine amid the stench that came pouring out. I remember the boy I killed in battle once – so young and tender my blade sliced clear through his neck. His head went flying off; one of my men caught it and cast it back at me, laughing. It landed at my feet. I swear, the boy’s eyes were still open, and he knew what was happening to him . . .’

He stooped, groaning at the effort, and gathered another handful of leaves. ‘The flames make all things pure again,’ he whispered. ‘The odour of burning leaves is the smell of innocence.’

He watched the fire for a long moment. ‘They come at this time of year. The lemures, seeking revenge. They cannot harm my body; they had their chance to do that when they were living, and they only succeeded in maiming me. It was I who killed their bodies, I who triumphed. Now they seek to drive me mad. They cast a spell on me. They cloud my mind and draw me into the pit. They shriek and dance about my head, they open their bellies over me and bury me in offal, they dismember themselves and drown me in a sea of blood and gore. Somehow I’ve always struggled free, but my will grows weaker every year. One day they’ll draw me into the pit, and I’ll never come out again.’

He covered his face. ‘Go now. I’m ashamed that you should see me like this. When you see me again, it will be more terrible than you can imagine. But you will come, when I send for you? You will come and see them for yourself? A man as clever as you might strike a bargain, even with the dead.’

He dropped his hands. I would hardly have recognized his face – his eyes were red, his cheeks gaunt, his lips trembling. ‘Swear to me that you’ll come, Finder. If only to bear witness to my destruction.’

‘I won’t make an oath – ’

‘Then promise me as a man, and leave the gods out of it. I beg you to come when I call.’

‘I’ll come.’ I sighed, wondering if a promise to a madman was truly binding.

The old slave, clucking and shaking his head with worry, ushered me to the little door. ‘I fear that your master is already mad,’ I whispered. ‘These lemures are from his own imagination.’

‘Oh, no,’ said the old slave. ‘I have seen them, too.’

‘You?’

‘Yes, just as he describes.’

‘And the other slaves?’

‘We have all seen the lemures.’

I looked into the old slave’s calm, unblinking eyes for a long moment. Then I stepped through the passage and he shut the door behind me.

 

‘A veritable plague of lemures!’ I said as I reclined upon my couch taking dinner that night. ‘Rome is overrun by them!’

Bethesda, who sensed the unease beneath my levity, tilted her head and arched an eyebrow, but said nothing.

‘And that silly warning Lucius Claudius wrote in his note this morning! “Do not bring the boy, the circumstances might frighten him.” Ha! What could be more appealing to a twelve-year-old boy than the chance to see a genuine lemur!’

Eco chewed a mouthful of bread and watched me with round eyes, not sure whether I was joking or not.

‘The whole affair seems quite absurd to me,’ ventured Bethesda. She crossed her arms impatiently. As was her custom, she had already eaten in the kitchen, and merely watched while Eco and I feasted. ‘As even the stupidest person in Egypt knows, the bodies of the dead cannot survive unless they have been carefully mummified according to ancient laws. How could the body of a dead man be wandering about Rome, frightening this Titus into jumping off a balcony? Especially a dead man who had his head cut off? It was a living fiend who pushed him off the balcony, that much is obvious. Ha! I’ll wager it was the wife who did it!’

‘Then what of the soldier’s haunting? His slave swears that the whole household has seen the lemures. Not just one, but a whole swarm of them.’

‘Fah! The slave lies to excuse his master’s feeblemindedness. He is loyal, as a slave should be, but not necessarily honest.’

‘Even so, I think I shall go if the soldier calls me, to judge with my own eyes. And the matter of the lemur on the Palatine Hill is worth pursuing, if only for the handsome fee that Cornelia promises.’

Bethesda shrugged. To change the subject, I turned to Eco. ‘And speaking of outrageous fees, what did that thief of a tutor teach you today?’

Eco jumped from his couch and ran to fetch his stylus and wax tablet.

Bethesda uncrossed her arms. ‘If you do continue with these matters,’ she said, her voice now pitched to conceal her own unease, ‘I think that your friend Lucius Claudius gives you good advice. There is no need to take Eco along with you. He’s busy with his lessons and should stay at home. He’s safe here, from evil men and evil spirits alike.’

I nodded, for I had been thinking the same thing myself.

 

The next morning I stepped quietly past the haunted soldier’s house. He did not hear me and call out, though I knew he must be awake and in his garden; I smelled the tang of burning leaves on the air.

I had promised Lucius and Cornelia that I would come again to the house on the Palatine, but there was another call I wanted to make first.

A few questions in the right ears and a few coins in the right hands were all it took to find the house of Furius’ mother on the Caelian Hill, where his survivors had fled after he was proscribed, beheaded and dispossessed. The house was small and narrow, wedged in among other small, narrow houses that might have been standing for a hundred years; the street had somehow survived the fires and the constant rebuilding that continually change the face of the city, and seemed to take me into an older, simpler Rome, when rich and poor alike lived in modest private dwellings, before the powerful began to flaunt their wealth with great houses and the poor were pressed together into many-storeyed tenements.

A knock upon the door summoned a veritable giant, a hulking, thick-chested slave with squinting eyes and a scowling mouth – not the door slave of a secure and respectable home, but quite obviously a bodyguard. I stepped back a few paces so that I did not have to strain to look up at him, and asked to see his master.

‘If you had legitimate business here, you’d know that there is no master in this house,’ he growled.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I misspoke. I meant to say your mistress – the mother of the late Furius.’

He scowled. ‘Do you misspeak again, stranger, or could it be that you don’t know that the old mistress had a stroke not long after her son’s death? She and her daughter are in seclusion and see no one.’

‘What was I thinking? I meant to say, of course, Furius’ widow – ’

But the slave had had enough of me, and slammed the door in my face.

I heard a cackle of laughter behind me and turned to see a toothless old slave woman sweeping the portico of the house across the street. ‘You’d have had an easier time getting in to see the dictator Sulla when he was alive,’ she laughed.

I smiled and shrugged. ‘Are they always so unfriendly?’

‘With strangers, yes. You can’t blame them – a house fall of women with no man around but a bodyguard.’

‘No man in the house – not since Furius was executed.’

‘You knew him?’ asked the slave woman.

‘Not exactly. But I know of him.’

‘Terrible, what they did to him. He was no enemy of Sulla’s; Furius had no stomach for politics or fighting. A gentle man, wouldn’t have kicked a dog from his front step.’

‘But his brother took up arms against Sulla, and died fighting him.’

‘That was his brother, not Furius. I knew them both, from when they were boys growing up in that house with their mother. Furius was a peaceful child, and a cautious man. A philosopher, not a fighter. What was done to him was a terrible injustice – naming him an enemy of the state, taking all his property, cutting off his – ’ She stopped her sweeping and cleared her throat. She hardened her jaw. ‘Who are you? Another schemer come to torment his womenfolk?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Because I’ll tell you right now that you’ll never get in to see his mother or sister. Ever since his death, and after that the old woman’s stroke, they haven’t stirred out of that house. A long time to be in mourning, you might say, but Furius was all they had. His widow goes out to do the marketing, with the little girl; they still wear black. They all took his death very hard.’

At that moment the door across the street opened. A blonde woman emerged, draped in a black stola; beside her, reaching up to hold her hand, was a little girl with haunted eyes and black curls. Closing the door and following behind was the giant, who saw me and scowled.

‘On their way to market,’ whispered the old slave woman. ‘She usually goes at this time of morning. Ah, look at the precious little one, so serious-looking yet so pretty. Not so much like her mother, not so fair; no, the very image of her aunt, I’ve always said.’

‘Her aunt? Not her father?’

‘Him, too, of course . . .’

 

I talked with the old woman for a few moments, then hurried after the widow. I hoped for a chance to speak with her, but the bodyguard made it plain that I should keep my distance. I fell back and followed them in secret, observing her purchases as she did her shopping in the meat market.

At last I broke away and headed for the house on the Palatine.

Lucius and Cornelia hurried to the atrium even before the slave announced my arrival. Their faces were drawn with sleeplessness and worry.

‘The lemur appeared again last night,’ said Lucius.

‘The thing was in my bedchamber.’ Cornelia’s face was pale. ‘I woke to see it standing beside the door. It was the smell that woke me – a horrible stench! I tried to rise and couldn’t. I wanted to cry out, but my throat was frozen – the thing cast a spell on me. It said the words again: Now you. Then it disappeared into the hallway.’

‘Did you pursue it?’

She looked at me as if I were mad.

‘And then I saw the thing,’ said Lucius. ‘I was in the bedchamber down the hall. I heard footsteps, and called out, thinking it was Cornelia. There was no answer and the footsteps grew hurried. I leaped from my couch and stepped into the hall . . .’

‘And you saw it?’

‘Only for an instant. I called out; the thing paused and turned, then disappeared into the shadows. I would have followed it – really, Gordianus, I swear I would have – but at that instant Cornelia cried out for me. I turned and hurried to her room.’

‘So the thing fled, and no one pursued it.’ I stifled a curse.

‘I’m afraid so,’ said Lucius, wincing. ‘But when the thing turned and looked at me in the hallway, a bit of moonlight fell on its face.’

‘You had a good look at it, then?’

‘Yes. Gordianus, I didn’t know Furius well, but well enough to recognize him across a street or in the Forum. And this creature – despite its broken teeth and the tumours on its flesh – this fiend most certainly had the face of Furius!’

Cornelia suddenly gasped and began to stagger. Lucius held her up and called for help. Some of the household women escorted her to her bedchamber.

‘Titus was just the same, before his fall,’ sighed Lucius, shaking his head. ‘He would faint and suffer fits, grow dizzy and be unable to catch a breath. They say such afflictions are frequently caused by spiteful lemures.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘Or by a guilty conscience. I wonder if the lemur left any other manifestations behind? Show me where you saw the thing.’

Lucius led me down the hallway. ‘There,’ he said, pointing to a spot a few steps beyond the door to his room. ‘At night a bit of light falls just there; everything beyond is dark.’

I walked to the place and looked about, then sniffed the air. Lucius sniffed as well. ‘The smell of putrefaction,’ he murmured. ‘The lemur has left its fetid odour behind.’

‘A bad smell, to be sure,’ I said, ‘but not the odour of a rotting corpse. Look here! A footprint!’

Just below us two faint brown stains in the shape of sandals had been left on the tiled floor. In the bright morning light other marks of the same colour could be seen extending in both directions. Those towards Cornelia’s bedchamber, where many other feet had traversed, quickly became confused and unreadable. Those leading away showed only the imprint of the forefeet of a pair of sandals, with no heel marks.

‘The thing came to a halt here, just as you said; then it began to run, leaving these abbreviated impressions. Why should a lemur run on tiptoes, I wonder? And what is this stain left by the footsteps?’

I knelt down and peered closely. Lucius, shedding his patrician dignity, got down on his hands and knees beside me. He wrinkled his nose. ‘The smell of putrefaction!’ he said again.

‘Not putrefaction,’ I countered. ‘Common excrement. Come, let’s see where the footprints lead.’

We followed them down the hallway and around a corner, where the footprints ended before a closed door.

‘Does this lead outside?’ I asked.

‘Why, no,’ said Lucius, suddenly a patrician again and making an uncomfortable face. ‘That door opens into the indoor toilet.’

‘How interesting.’ I opened it and stepped inside. As I would have expected in a household run by a woman like Cornelia, the fixtures were luxurious and the place was quite spotless, except for some telltale footprints on the limestone floor. There were windows set high in the wall, covered by iron bars. A marble seat surmounted the hole. Peering within I studied the lead piping of the drain.

‘Straight down the slope of the Palatine Hill and into the Cloaca Maxima, and thence into the Tiber,’ commented Lucius. Patricians may be prudish about bodily functions, but of Roman plumbing they are justifiably proud.

‘Not nearly large enough for a man to pass through,’ I said.

‘What an awful idea!’

‘Even so . . .’ I called for a slave, who managed to find a chisel for me.

‘What are you doing, Gordianus? Here, those tiles are made of fine limestone! You shouldn’t go chipping away at the corners.’

‘Not even to discover this?’ I slid the chisel under the edge of one of the stones and lifted it up.

Lucius drew back and gasped, then leaned forward and peered down into the darkness. ‘A tunnel!’ he whispered.

‘So it appears.’

‘Someone must go down it!’ Lucius said. He peered at me and raised an eyebrow.

‘Not even if Cornelia doubled my fee!’

‘I wasn’t suggesting that you go, Gordianus.’ He looked up at the young slave who had fetched the chisel. The boy looked slender and supple enough. When he saw what Lucius intended, he started back and looked at me imploringly.

‘No, Lucius Claudius,’ I said, ‘no one need be put at risk; not yet. Who knows what the boy might encounter – if not lemures and monsters, then booby traps or scorpions or a fall to his death. First we should attempt to determine the tunnel’s egress. It may be a simple matter, if it merely follows the logical course of the plumbing.’

Which it did. From the balcony on the western side of the house it was easy enough to judge where the buried pipes descended the slope into the valley between the Palatine and the Capitoline, where they joined with the Cloaca Maxima underground. At the foot of the hill, directly below the house, in a wild rubbish-strewn region behind some warehouses and granaries, I spied a thicket. Even stripped of their leaves, the bushes grew so thick that I could not see far into them.

Lucius insisted on accompanying me, though his bulky frame and expensive garb were ill suited for scrambling down a steep hillside. We eventually reached the foot of the hill, then pushed our way into the thicket, ducking beneath branches and snapping twigs out of the way.

At last we came to the heart of the thicket, where our perseverance was rewarded. Hidden behind the dense, shaggy branches of a cypress tree was the tunnel’s other end. The hole was crudely made, lined with rough dabs of mortar and broken bricks. It was just large enough for a man to enter, but the foul smell that issued from within was enough to keep out vagrants or curious children.

At night, hidden behind the storehouses and sheds, such a place would be quite lonely and secluded. A man – or a lemur, for that matter – might come and go completely unobserved.

 

‘Cold,’ complained Lucius, ‘cold and damp and dark. It would have made more sense to stay in the house tonight, where it’s warm and dry. We could lie in wait in the hallway and trap this fiend when he emerges from his secret passage. Why, instead, are we huddling here in the dark and cold, watching for who knows what and jumping in fright every time a bit of wind whistles through the thicket?’

‘You need not have come, Lucius Claudius. I didn’t ask you to.’

‘Cornelia would have thought me a coward if I didn’t,’ he pouted.

‘And what does Cornelia’s opinion matter?’ I snapped, and bit my tongue. The cold and damp had set us both on edge. A light drizzle was falling, obscuring the moon and casting the thicket into even greater darkness. We had been hiding among the brambles since shortly after nightfall. I had warned Lucius that the watch was likely to be long and uncomfortable and possibly futile, but he had insisted on accompanying me. He had offered to hire some ruffians to escort us, but if my suspicions were correct we would not need them; nor did I want more witnesses to be present than was necessary.

A gust of icy wind whipped beneath my cloak and sent a shiver up my spine. Lucius’s teeth began to chatter. My mood grew dark. What if I was wrong, after all? What if the thing we sought was not human, but something else . . . ?

A twig snapped, then many twigs. Something had entered the thicket. It was moving towards us.

‘It must be a whole army!’ whispered Lucius, clutching at my arm.

‘No,’ I whispered back. ‘Only two persons, if my guess is right.’

Two moving shapes, obscured by the tangle of branches and the deep gloom, came very near to us and then turned towards the cypress tree that hid the tunnel’s mouth.

A moment later I heard a man’s voice, cursing: ‘Someone has blocked the hole!’ I recognized the voice of the growling giant who guarded the house on the Caelian Hill.

‘Perhaps the tunnel has fallen in.’ When Lucius heard the second voice he clutched my arm again, not in fear but in surprise.

‘No,’ I said aloud, ‘the tunnel was purposely blocked so that you could not use it again.’

There was a moment of silence, followed by the noise of two bodies scrambling in the underbrush.

‘Stay where you are!’ I said. ‘For your own good, stay where you are and listen to me!’

The scrambling ceased and there was silence again, except for the sound of heavy breathing and confused whispers.

‘I know who you are,’ I said. ‘I know why you’ve come here. I have no interest in harming you, but I must speak with you. Will you speak with me, Furia?’

‘Furia?’ whispered Lucius. The drizzle had ended, and moonlight illuminated the confusion on his face.

There was a long silence, then more whispering – the giant was trying to dissuade his mistress. Finally she called out. ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Gordianus. You don’t know me. But I know that you and your family have suffered greatly, Furia. You have been wronged, most unjustly. Perhaps your vengeance on Titus and Cornelia is seemly in the eyes of the gods – I can’t judge. But you’ve been found out, and the time has come to stop your pretence. I’m going to step towards you now. There are two of us. We carry no weapons. Tell your slave that we mean no harm, and that to harm us will profit you nothing.’

I stepped slowly towards the cypress tree, a great, shaggy patch of black amid the general gloom. Beside it stood two forms, one tall, the other short.

With a gesture, Furia bade her slave to stay where he was, then stepped towards us. A patch of moonlight fell on her face. Lucius gasped and started back. Even though I expected it, the sight still sent a shiver through my veins.

I confronted what appeared to be a young man in a tattered cloak. His short hair was matted with blood and blood was smeared all around his throat and neck, as if his neck had been severed and then somehow fused together again. His eyes were dark and hollow. His skin was as pale as death and dotted with horrible tumours, his lips were parched and cracked. When Furia spoke, her sweet, gentle voice was a strange contrast to her horrifying appearance.

‘You have found me out,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘Are you the man who called at my mother’s house this morning?’

‘Yes.’

‘Who betrayed me? It couldn’t have been Cleto,’ she whispered, glancing at the bodyguard.

‘No one betrayed you. We found the tunnel this afternoon.’

‘Ah! My brother had it built during the worst years of the civil war, so that we might have a way to escape in a sudden crisis. Of course, when the monster became dictator, there was no way for anyone to escape.’

‘Was your brother truly an enemy of Sulla’s?’

‘Not in any active way; but there were those willing to paint him as such – those who coveted all he had.’

‘Furius was proscribed for no reason?’

‘No reason but the bitch’s greed!’ Her voice was hard and bitter. I glanced at Lucius, who was curiously silent at such an assault on Cornelia’s character.

‘It was Titus whom you haunted first – ’

‘Only so that Cornelia would know what awaited her. Titus was a weakling, a nobody, easily frightened. Ask Cornelia; she could always intimidate him into doing whatever she wished, even if it meant destroying an innocent man. It was Cornelia who convinced her dear cousin Sulla to insert my brother’s name in the proscription lists, merely to obtain our house. Because the men of our line have perished, because Furius was the last, she thought that her calumny would go unavenged forever.’

‘But now it must stop, Furia. You must be content with what you have done so far.’

‘No!’

‘A life for a life,’ I said. ‘Titus for Furius.’

‘No, ruin for ruin! The death of Titus will not restore our house, our fortune, our good name.’

‘Nor will the death of Cornelia. If you proceed now, you are sure to be caught. You must be content with half a portion of vengeance, and push the rest aside.’

‘You intend to tell her, then? Now that you’ve caught me at it?’

I hesitated. ‘First, tell me truly, Furia: did you push Titus from his balcony?’

She looked at me unwaveringly, the moonlight making her eyes glimmer like shards of onyx. ‘Titus jumped from the balcony. He jumped because he thought he saw the lemur of my brother, and he could not stand his own wretchedness and guilt.’

I bowed my head. ‘Go,’ I whispered. ‘Take your slave and go now, back to your mother and your niece and your brother’s widow. Never come back.’

I looked up to see tears streaming down her face. It was a strange sight, to see a lemur weep. She called to the slave, and they departed from the thicket.

 

We ascended the hill in silence. Lucius’s teeth stopped chattering and instead he began to huff and puff. Outside Cornelia’s house I drew him aside.

‘Lucius, you must not tell Cornelia.’

‘But how else – ’

‘We will tell her that we found the tunnel but that no one came; that her persecutor has been frightened off for now, but may come again, in which case she can set her own guard. Yes, let her think that the unknown threat is still at large, plotting her destruction.’

‘But surely she deserves – ’

‘She deserves what Furia had in store for her. Did you know that Cornelia had placed Furius’ name on the lists, merely to obtain his house?’

‘I – ’ Lucius bit his lip. ‘I suspected the possibility. But Gordianus, what she did was hardly unique. Everyone was doing it.’

‘Not everyone. Not you, Lucius.’

‘True,’ he said, nodding sheepishly. ‘But Cornelia will fault you for not capturing the impostor. She’ll refuse to pay your fall fee.’

‘I don’t care about the fee.’

‘I’ll make up the difference,’ said Lucius.

I laid my hand on his shoulder. ‘What is rarer than a camel in Gaul?’ I said. Lucius wrinkled his brow. ‘An honest man in Rome!’ I laughed and squeezed his shoulder.

Lucius shrugged off the compliment with typical chagrin. ‘I still don’t understand how you knew the identity of the impostor.’

‘I told you that I visited the house on the Caelian Hill this morning. What I didn’t tell you was what the old slave woman across the street revealed to me: that Furius not only had a sister, but that his sister bore a striking resemblance to him – so close, in fact, that with her softer, more feminine features, she might have passed for a younger version of Furius.’

‘But her horrid appearance . . .’

‘An illusion. When I followed Furius’ widow to market, I saw her purchase a considerable quantity of calf’s blood. She also gathered a spray of juniper berries, which her little girl carried for her.’

‘Berries?’

‘The cankers pasted on Furia’s face – juniper berries cut in half. The blood was for matting her hair and daubing on her neck. As for the rest of her appearance, her ghastly make-up and costuming, you and I can only guess at the ingenuity of a household of women united towards a single goal. Furia has been in seclusion for months, which explains the almost uncanny paleness of her flesh – and the fact that she was able to cut off her hair without anyone taking notice.’

I shook my head. ‘A remarkable woman. I wonder why she never married? I suppose the turmoil of the civil war must have destroyed any plans she had, and the death of her brothers ruined her prospects forever. Misery is like a pebble cast into a pond, sending out a wave that spreads and spreads.’

 

I headed home that night weary and wistful. There are days when one sees too much of the world’s wickedness, and only a long sleep in the safe seclusion of home can restore an appetite for life. I thought of Bethesda and Eco, and tried to push the face of Furia from my thoughts. The last thing on my mind was the haunted soldier and his legion of lemures.

I passed by the wall of his garden, smelled the familiar tang of burning leaves, but thought nothing of it until I heard the little wooden door open behind me and the voice of his old retainer.

‘Finder! Thank the gods you’ve finally returned!’ he whispered hoarsely. He seemed to be in the grip of a strange malady, for even though the door allowed him more room to stand, he remained oddly bent. His eyes gleamed dully and his jaw trembled. ‘The master sent messengers to your house – only to be told that you’re out, but may return at any time. But when the lemures come, time stops. Please, come! Save the master – save us all!’

From beyond the wall I heard the sound of moaning, not from one man but from many. I heard a woman shriek, and the sound of heavy objects being overturned. What madness was taking place within the soldier’s house?

‘Please, help us! The lemures, the lemures!’ The old slave made a face of such horror that I started back. I reached inside my tunic and felt my dagger. But of what use would a dagger be, to deal with those already dead?

I stepped through the little door. My heart pounded like a hammer in my chest.

The air of the garden was dank and smoky; after the drizzle, a clammy cold had descended like a blanket on the hills of Rome, holding down the smoke of hearth fires, making the air thick and stagnant. I breathed in an acrid breath and coughed.

The soldier came running from within the house. He tripped, fell, and staggered forward on his knees, wrapped his arms around my waist and looked up at me in abject terror. ‘There!’ He pointed back towards the house. ‘They pursue me! Gods have mercy – the boy without a head, the soldier with his belly cut open, all the others!’

I peered into the hazy darkness, but saw nothing except a bit of whorling smoke. I suddenly felt dizzy and lightheaded. It was because I had not eaten all day, I told myself; I should have been less proud and presumed upon Cornelia’s hospitality for a meal. Then, while I watched, the whorl of smoke began to expand and change shape. A face emerged from the murky darkness – a boy’s face, twisted with agony.

‘See!’ cried the soldier. ‘See how the poor lad holds his own head in his fist, like Perseus holding the head of the Gorgon! See how he stares, blaming me!’

Indeed, out of the darkness and smoke I began to see exactly what the wretched man described, a headless boy in battle garb clutching his dismembered head by the hair and holding it aloft. I opened my mouth in awe. Behind the boy, other shapes began to emerge – first a few, then many, then a legion of phantoms covered with blood and writhing like maggots in the air.

It was a terrifying spectacle. I would have fled, but I was rooted to the spot. The soldier clutched my knees. The old slave began to weep and babble. From within the house came the sound of others in distress, moaning and crying out.

‘Don’t you hear them?’ cried the soldier. ‘The lemures, shrieking like harpies!’ The great looming mass of corpses began to keen and wail – surely all of Rome could hear it!

Like a drowning man, the mind in great distress will clutch at anything to save itself. A bit of straw will float, but will not support a thrashing man; a plank of wood may give him respite, but best of all is a steady rock within the raging current. So my mind clutched at anything that might preserve it in the face of such overwhelming, inexplicable horror. Time had come to a stop, just as the old slave had said, and in that endlessly attenuated moment a flood of images, memories, schemes and notions raged through my mind. I clutched at straws. Madness pulled me downward, like an unseen current in black water. I sank – until I suddenly found the solid truth to cling to.

‘The bush!’ I whispered. ‘The burning bush, which speaks aloud!’

The soldier, thinking I spied something within the mass of writhing lemures, clutched at me and trembled. ‘What bush? Ah yes, I see it, too . . .’

‘No, the bush here in your garden! That strange, gnarled tree among the yews, with yellow leaves all around. But now the leaves have all been swept in among the others . . . burned with the others in the brazier . . . the smoke hangs in the air . . .’

I pulled the soldier out of the garden, through the small door and onto the pathway. I returned for the old slave, and then, one by one, for the others. They huddled together on the cobblestones, trembling and confused, their eyes wide with terror and red with blood.

‘There are no lemures!’ I whispered hoarsely, my throat sore from the smoke – even though I kept glimpsing the lemures above the wall, cackling and dangling their entrails in the empty air.

The slaves shrieked and clutched one another. The soldier hid behind his hands.

 

As the slaves grew more manageable, I led them in groups to my house, where they huddled together, frightened but safe. Bethesda was perplexed and displeased at the sudden invasion of half-mad strangers, but Eco was delighted at the opportunity to stay up until dawn under such novel circumstances. It was a long, cold night, marked by fits of panic and orgies of mutual reassurance, while we waited for sanity to return.

The first light of morning broke, bringing a cold dew that was a tonic to senses still befuddled by sleeplessness and poisoned by smoke. My head pounded like thunder, with a hangover far worse than any I had ever got from wine. A ray of pale sunlight was like a knife in my eyes, but I no longer saw visions of lemures or heard their mad wailing.

The soldier, haggard and dazed, begged me for an explanation.

‘The truth came to me in a flash,’ I said. ‘Your annual ritual of burning leaves, and the annual visitation of the lemures . . . the smoke that filled your garden, and the plague of spirits . . . these things were all somehow connected. That odd, twisted tree in your garden isn’t native to Rome, or to Italy. How it came here, I have no idea, but I suspect the seeds for it came from the East, where plants which induce visions are not uncommon. There is the snake plant of Ethiopia, the juice of which causes such terrible visions that it drives men to suicide; men convicted of sacrilege are forced to drink it as punishment. The river-gleam plant that grows on the banks of the Indus is famous for making men rave and see weird visions. But I suspect that the tree in your garden may be a specimen of a rare bush found in the rocky mountains east of Egypt; Bethesda tells a tale about it.’

‘What tale?’ said Bethesda.

‘You remember – the tale your Hebrew father passed on to you, about his ancestor called Moses, who encountered a bush which spoke aloud to him when it burned. The leaves of your bush, neighbour, not only spoke but cast powerful visions.’

‘Yet why did I see what I saw?’

‘You saw that which you feared the most – the vengeful spirits of those you killed fighting for Sulla.’

‘But the slaves saw what I saw! And so did you!’

‘We saw what you suggested, just as you began to see a burning bush when I said the words.’

He shook his head. ‘It was never so powerful before. Last night was more terrible than ever!’

‘Probably because, in the past, you happened to burn only a few of the yellow leaves at a time, and the cold wind carried away much of the smoke; the visions came upon some but not all of the household, and in varying degrees. But last night you happened to burn a great many of the yellow leaves at once. The smoke filled the garden and spread through your house. Everyone who breathed it was intoxicated and stricken with a temporary madness. Once we escaped the smoke, the madness passed, like a fever burning itself out.’

‘Then the lemures never existed?’

‘I think not.’

‘And if I uproot that accursed bush and cast it in the Tiber, I will never see the lemures again?’

‘Perhaps not.’ Though you may always see them in your nightmares, I thought.

 

‘So, it was just as I told you,’ said Bethesda that afternoon, bringing a moist cloth to cool my forehead. Flashes of pain still coursed through my temples from time to time, and whenever I closed my eyes alarming visions loomed in the blackness.

‘Just as you told me? Nonsense!’ I said. ‘You thought that Titus was pushed from his balcony – and that his wife Cornelia did it!’

‘A woman pretending to be a lemur drove him to jump – which is almost the same,’ she insisted.

‘And you said the soldier’s old slave was lying about having seen the lemures himself, when in fact he was telling the truth.’

‘What I said was that the dead cannot go walking about unless they have been properly mummified, and I was absolutely right. And it was I who once told you about the burning bush which speaks, remember? Without that, you would never have figured the cause.’

‘Fair enough,’ I admitted, deciding it was impossible to win the argument.

‘This quaint Roman idea about lemures haunting the living is completely absurd,’ she went on.

‘About that I am not so sure.’

‘But with your own eyes you have seen the truth! By your own wits you have proved in not one but two instances that what everyone thought to be lemures were not lemures at all, only a vengeful pretence in one case, intoxicating smoke in the other – and at the root of both cases, a guilty conscience!’

‘You miss the point, Bethesda.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Lemures do exist – perhaps not as visitors perceptible to the senses, but in another way. The dead do have power to spread misery among the living. The spirit of a man can carry on and cause untold havoc from beyond the grave. The more powerful the man, the more terrible his legacy.’ I shivered – not at lurid visions remembered from the soldier’s garden, but at the naked truth, which was infinitely more awful. ‘Rome is a haunted city. The lemur of the dictator Sulla haunts us all. Dead he may be, but not departed. His wickedness lingers on, bringing despair and suffering upon his friends and foes alike.’

To this Bethesda had no answer. I closed my eyes and saw no more monsters, but slept a dreamless sleep until dawn of the following day.




LITTLE CAESAR AND THE PIRATES

 



 

‘Well met, Gordianus! Tell me, have you heard what they’re saying down in the Forum about Marius’ young nephew, Julius Caesar?’

It was my good friend Lucius Claudius who called to me on the steps of the Senian Baths. He appeared to be on his way out, while I was on my way in.

‘If you mean that old story about pretty young Caesar playing queen to King Nicomedes while he was in Bithynia, I’ve heard it all before – from you, I believe, more than once, and with increasingly more graphic details each time.’

‘No, no, that bit of gossip is ancient history now. I’m talking about this tale of pirates, ransom, revenge – crucifixions!’

I looked at him blankly.

Lucius grinned, which caused his two chins to meld into one. His chubby cheeks were pink from the heat of the baths and his frizzled orange curls were still damp. The twinkle in his eyes held that special joy of being the first to relate an especially juicy bit of gossip.

I confessed to him that my curiosity was piqued. However, as it appeared that Lucius was leaving the baths, while I had only just arrived, and as I was especially looking forward to the hot plunge, given the slight nip that lingered in the spring air – alas, the story would have to wait.

‘What, and let someone else tell it to you, and get the details all confused? I think not, Gordianus! No, I’ll accompany you.’ He gestured to his entourage to turn around. The dresser, the barber, the manicurist, the masseur and the bodyguards all looked a bit confused but followed us compliantly back into the baths.

This turned out to be a stroke of luck for me, as I was in need of a bit of pampering. Bethesda did her best at cutting my hair, and as a masseuse her touch was golden, but Lucius Claudius was wealthy enough to afford the very best in body servants. There is something to be said for having occasional access to the services of a rich man’s slaves. As my fingernails and toenails were carefully clipped and filed and buffed, my hair expertly trimmed, and my beard painlessly shorn, Lucius kept trying to begin his tale and I kept putting him off, wanting to make sure I received the full treatment.

It was not until our second visit to the hot plunge that I allowed him to begin in earnest. Amid clouds of steam, with our heads bobbing on the water like little islands in the mist, he related his nautical tale.

‘As you know, Gordianus, in recent years the problem of piracy has grown increasingly severe.’

‘Blame it on Sulla and Marius and the civil war,’ I said. ‘Wars mean refugees, and refugees mean more bandits on the highways and more pirates on the sea.’

‘Yes, well, whatever the cause, we all see the results. Ships seized and looted, cities sacked, Roman citizens taken hostage.’

‘While the Senate vacillates, as usual.’

‘What can they do? Would you have them grant a special naval command to some power-mad general, who can then use the forces we give him to attack his political rivals and set off another civil war?’

I shook my head. ‘Trapped between warlords and brigands, with the Roman Senate to lead us – sometimes I despair for our republic.’

‘As do all thinking men,’ agreed Lucius. We shared a moment of silent contemplation on the crisis of the Roman state, then he eagerly launched into his tale again.

‘Anyway, when I say that the pirates have grown so bold as to kidnap Roman citizens, I don’t simply mean some merchant they happened to pluck from a trading vessel. I mean citizens of distinction, noble Romans whom even ignorant pirates should know better than to molest. I mean young Julius Caesar himself.’

‘When was this?’

‘Just as winter was setting in. Caesar had spent the summer on the island of Rhodes, studying rhetoric under Apollonius Molo. He was due to serve as an attaché to the governor of Cilicia, but he lingered on Rhodes as long as he could, and set out at the very close of the sailing season. Just off the island of Pharmacusa his ship was given chase and captured by pirates. Caesar and his whole entourage were taken prisoner!’

Lucius raised an eyebrow, which prompted a curious pattern of wrinkles across his fleshy brow. ‘Now keep in mind that Caesar is only twenty-two, which may explain how he could be so recklessly bold. Remember also that his good looks, wealth and connections have pretty much always got him whatever he wants. Imagine, he finds himself in the clutches of Cilician pirates, the most bloodthirsty people on earth. Does he cringe beneath their threats? Bow his head? Make himself humble and meek? Far from it. Exactly the opposite! He taunted his captors from the very beginning. They told him they were planning to demand a ransom of half a million sesterces. Caesar laughed in their faces! For a captive such as himself, he told them, they were fools not to demand at least a million – which they did!’

‘Interesting,’ I said. ‘By placing a greater value on his life, he forced the pirates to do likewise. I suppose even bloodthirsty killers tend to take better care of a million-sesterce hostage than one worth only half as much.’

‘So you think the gambit shows Caesar’s cleverness? His enemies ascribe it to simple vanity. But I give him fall credit for what he did next, which was to arrange for the release of almost everyone else in his party. His numerous secretaries and assistants were let go because Caesar insisted that the ransom of a million sesterces would have to be raised from various sources in various places, requiring the labour of his whole entourage. The only ones he kept with him were two slaves – that being the absolute minimum to see to a nobleman’s comfort – and his personal physician, whom Caesar can hardly do without because of his bouts of falling sickness.

‘Well, they say Caesar spent nearly forty days in the pirates’ clutches, and treated his captivity as if it were a vacation. If he had a mind to take a nap and the pirates were making too much noise, he would send one of his slaves to tell them to shut up! When the pirates engaged in exercises and games, Caesar joined them, and as often as not bested them, treating them as if they were not his captors but his guards. To fill his idle time he wrote speeches and composed verses, such as he had learned to do under Apollonius Molo, and when he finished a work he would make the pirates sit quietly and listen to him. If they interrupted him or made critical remarks, he called them barbarians and illiterates to their faces. He made jokes about having them whipped, as if they were unruly children, and even joked about having them put to death on the cross for insulting the dignity of a Roman patrician.’

‘The pirates put up with such insolence?’

‘They seemed to adore it! Caesar exercised a kind of fascination over them, by sheer power of his will. The more he abused and insulted them, the more they were charmed.

‘At last, the ransom arrived, and Caesar was released. Right away he headed for Miletus, took charge of some ships, and went straight back to the island where the pirates were stationed. He took them by surprise, captured most of them, and not only reclaimed the ransom money but took the pirates’ hoard as well, claiming it as the spoils of battle. When the local governor hesitated over deciding the pirates’ fate, trying to think of some legal loophole whereby he could claim the booty for his treasury, Caesar took it upon himself to tend to the pirates’ punishment. Many times while he was their captive he boasted that he would see them crucified, and they had laughed, thinking the threat was mere boyish bravado – but in the end it was Caesar who laughed, when he saw them nailed naked upon crosses. “Let men learn to take me at my word,” he said.’

I shivered, despite the heat of the bath. ‘You heard this in the Forum, Lucius?’

‘Yes, it’s on everyone’s lips. Caesar is on his way back to Rome, and the story of his exploits precedes him.’

‘Just the sort of moral tale that Romans love to hear!’ I grunted. ‘No doubt the ambitious young patrician plans a career in politics. This is the very thing to build up his reputation with the voters.’

‘Well, Caesar needs something to recover his dignity, after having given it up to King Nicomedes,’ said Lucius with a leer.

‘Yes, in the eyes of the mob, nothing enhances a Roman’s dignity like having another man nailed to a cross,’ I said glumly.

‘And nothing more diminishes his dignity than being nailed himself, even if by a king,’ observed Lucius.

‘This water grows too hot; it makes me irritable. I think I could use the services of your masseur now, Lucius Claudius.’

 

The tale of Caesar and the pirates proved to be immensely popular. Over the next few months, as spring warmed to summer, I heard it repeated by many tongues in many variations, in taverns and on street corners, by philosophers in the Forum and by acrobats outside the Circus Maximus. It was a clear example of how terribly out of hand the problem of piracy had got, men said, nodding gravely, but what really impressed them was the idea of a brash young patrician charming a crew of bloodthirsty pirates with his haughtiness and in the end inflicting upon them the fall measure of Roman justice.

 

It was on a sweltering midsummer day in the month of Sextilis that I was called to the home of a patrician named Quintus Fabius.

The house was situated on the Aventine Hill. The structure looked at once ancient and immaculately kept – a sign that its owners had prospered there for many generations. The foyer was lined with scores of wax effigies of the household ancestors; the Fabii go all the way back to the founding of the Republic.

I was shown to a room off the central courtyard, where my hosts awaited me. Quintus Fabius was a man of middle age with a stern jaw and greying temples. His wife, Valeria, was a strikingly beautiful woman with hazel hair and blue eyes. They sat in backless chairs, each attended by a slave with a fan. A chair was brought in for me, along with a slave to fan me.

Usually, I find that the higher a client ranks on the social scale, the longer he takes to explain his business. Quintus Fabius lost no time, however, in producing a document. ‘What do you make of it?’ he said, as yet another slave conveyed the scrap of papyrus to my hands.

‘You can read, can’t you?’ asked Valeria, her tone more anxious than insulting.

‘Oh, yes – if I go slowly,’ I said, thinking to buy more time to study the letter (for a letter it was) and to figure out what the couple wanted from me. The papyrus was water-stained and torn at the edges and had been folded several times, rather than rolled. The handwriting was childish but strong, with gratuitous flourishes on some of the letters.

 
To Pater and to Mater dearest,
By now my friends must have told you of my abduction. It was foolish of me to go off swimming by myself – forgive me! I know that you must be stricken with fear and grief, but do not fret overmuch; I have lost only a little weight and my captors are not too cruel.
I write to convey their demands. They say you must give them 100,000 sesterces. This is to be delivered to a man in Ostia on the morning of the Ides of Sextilis, at a tavern called the Flying Fish. Have your agent wear a red tunic.
From their accents and their brutish manner I suspect these pirates are Cilicians. It may be that some of them can read (though I doubt it), so I cannot be completely frank, but know that I am in no greater discomfort than might be expected.
Soon we shall be reunited! That is the fervent prayer of your devoted son,

SPURIUS

 

While I pondered the note, from the corner of my eye I saw that Quintus Fabius was drumming his fingers on the arm of his chair. His wife anxiously fidgeted and tapped her long fingernails against her lips.

‘I suppose,’ I finally said, ‘that you would like me to go to ransom the boy.’

‘Oh, yes!’ said Valeria, leaning forward and fixing me with a fretful gaze.

‘He’s not a boy,’ said Quintus Fabius, his voice surprisingly harsh. ‘He’s seventeen. He put on his manly toga over a year ago.’

‘But you will accept the job?’ said Valeria.

I pretended to study the letter. ‘Why not send someone from your own household? A trusted secretary, perhaps?’

Quintus Fabius scrutinized me. ‘I’m told that you’re rather clever. You find things out.’

‘It hardly requires someone clever to deliver a ransom.’

‘Who knows what unexpected contingencies may arise? I’m told that I can trust your judgment . . . and your discretion.’

‘Poor Spurius!’ said Valeria, her voice breaking. ‘You’ve read his letter. You must see how badly he’s being treated.’

‘He makes light of his tribulations,’ I said.

‘He would! If you knew my son, how cheerful he is by nature, you’d realize just how desperate his situation must be for him even to mention his suffering. If he says he’s lost a little weight, he must be half starved. What can such men be feeding him – fish heads and mouldy bread? If he says these monsters are “not too cruel”, imagine how cruel they must be! When I think of his ordeal – oh, I can hardly bear it!’ She stifled a sob.

‘Where was he kidnapped, and when?’

‘It happened last month,’ said Quintus Fabius.

‘Twenty-two days ago,’ said Valeria with a sniffle. ‘Twenty-two endless days and nights!’

‘He was down at Baiae with some of his friends,’ explained Quintus Fabius. ‘We have a summer villa above the beach, and a town house across the bay at Neapolis. Spurius and his friends took a little skiff and went sailing among the fishing boats. The day was hot. Spurius decided to take a swim. His friends stayed on the boat.’

‘Spurius is a strong swimmer,’ said Valeria, her pride steadying the tremor in her voice.

Quintus Fabius shrugged. ‘My son is better at swimming than at most things. While his friends watched, he made a circuit, swimming from one fishing boat to another. His friends saw him talking and laughing with the fishermen.’

‘Spurius is very outgoing,’ his mother explained.

‘He swam farther and farther away,’ Quintus Fabius continued, ‘until his friends lost sight of him for a while and began to worry. Then one of them saw Spurius on board what they had all thought to be a fishing vessel, though it was larger than the rest. It took them a moment to realize that the vessel had set sail and was departing. The boys tried to follow in the skiff, but none of them has any real skill at sailing. Before they knew it, the boat had disappeared, and Spurius with it. Eventually the boys returned to the villa at Baiae. They all thought that Spurius would turn up sooner or later, but he never did. Days passed without a word.’

‘Imagine our worry!’ said Valeria. ‘We sent frantic messages to our foreman at the villa. He made inquiries of fishermen all around the bay, trying to find anyone who could explain what had happened and identify the men who had sailed off with Spurius, but his investigations led nowhere.’

Quintus Fabius sneered. ‘The fishermen around Neapolis – well, if you’ve ever been down there you know the sort. Descendants of old Greek colonists who’ve never given up their Greek ways. Some of them don’t even speak Latin! As for their personal habits and vices, the less said the better. Such people can hardly be expected to cooperate with finding a young Roman patrician abducted by pirates.’

‘On the contrary,’ I said, ‘I should think that fishermen would be the natural enemies of pirates, whatever their personal prejudices against the patrician class.’

‘However that may be, my man down in Baiae was unable to discover anything,’ said Quintus Fabius. ‘We had no definite knowledge of what had become of Spurius until we received his letter a few days ago.’

I looked at the letter again. ‘Your son calls the pirates Cilicians. That seems rather far-fetched to me.’

‘Why?’ said Valeria. ‘Everyone says they’re the most bloodthirsty people on earth. One hears about them making raids everywhere along the coasts, from Asia all the way to Africa and Spain.’

‘True, but here, on the coast of Italy? And in the waters around Baiae?’

‘It’s shocking news, I’ll agree,’ said Quintus Fabius. ‘But what can you expect with the problem of piracy getting worse and worse while the Senate does nothing?’

I pursed my lips. ‘And doesn’t it seem odd to you that these pirates want the ransom brought to Ostia, just down the Tiber from Rome? That’s awfully close.’

‘Who cares about such details?’ said Valeria, her voice breaking. ‘Who cares if we have to go all the way to the Pillars of Hercules, or just a few steps to the Forum? We must go wherever they wish, to get Spurius safely home.’

I nodded. ‘What about the amount? The Ides is only two days away. A hundred thousand sesterces amounts to ten thousand gold pieces. Can you raise that sum?’

Quintus Fabius snorted. ‘The money is no problem. The amount is almost an insult. Though I have to wonder if the boy is worth even that price,’ he added under his breath.

Valeria glared at him. ‘I shall pretend that I never heard you say such a thing, Quintus. And in front of an outsider!’ She glanced at me and quickly lowered her eyes.

Quintus Fabius ignored her. ‘Well, Gordianus, will you take the job?’

I stared at the letter, feeling uneasy. Quintus Fabius bridled at my hesitation. ‘If it’s a matter of payment, I assure you I can be generous.’

‘Payment is always an issue,’ I acknowledged, though considering the yawning gulf in my household coffers and the mood of my creditors, I was in no position to decline. ‘Will I be acting alone?’

‘Of course. Naturally, I intend to send along a company of armed men – ’

I raised my hand. ‘Just as I feared. No, Quintus Fabius, absolutely not. If you entertain a fantasy of taking your son alive by using force, I urge you to forget it. For the boy’s safety as well as my own, I cannot allow it.’

‘Gordianus, I will send armed men to Ostia.’

‘Very well, but they’ll go without me.’

He took a deep breath and stared at me balefully. ‘What would you have me do, then? After the ransom is paid and my son released, is there to be no force at hand with which to capture these pirates?’

‘Is capturing them your intent?’

‘It’s one use for armed men.’

I bit my lip and slowly shook my head.

‘I was warned that you were a bargainer,’ he growled. ‘Very well, consider this: if you successfully arrange the release of my son, and afterwards my men are able to retrieve the ransom, I shall reward you with one-twentieth of what they recover, over and above your fee.’

The jangling of coins rang like sweet music in my imagination. I cleared my throat and calculated in my head. One-twentieth of a hundred thousand sesterces was five thousand sesterces, or five hundred gold pieces. I said the figure aloud to be sure there was no misunderstanding. Quintus Fabius slowly nodded.

Five hundred pieces of gold would pay my debts, repair the roof on my house, buy a new slave to be my bodyguard (a necessity I had gone without for too long), and give me something left over.

On the other hand, there was a bad smell about the whole affair.

In the end, for a generous fee plus the prospect of five hundred pieces of gold, I decided I could hold my nose.

 

Before I left the house, I asked if there was a picture of the kidnapped boy that I could see. Quintus Fabius withdrew, leaving me in his wife’s charge. Valeria wiped her eyes and managed a weak smile as she showed me into another room.

‘A woman artist named Iaia painted the family just last year, when we were down at Baiae on holiday.’ She smiled, obviously proud of the likenesses. The group portrait was done in encaustic wax on wood. Quintus Fabius stood on the left, looking stern. Valeria smiled sweetly on the right. Between them was a strikingly handsome hazel-haired young man with lively blue eyes who was unmistakably her son. The portrait stopped at his shoulders but showed that he was wearing a manly toga.

‘The portrait was done to celebrate your son’s coming of age?’

‘Yes.’

‘Almost as beautiful as his mother,’ I said, stating the matter as fact, not flattery.

‘People often remark at the resemblance.’

‘I suppose he might have a bit of his father about the mouth.’

She shook her head. ‘Spurius and my husband are not related by blood.’

‘No?’

‘My first husband died in the civil war. When Quintus married me, he adopted Spurius and made him his heir.’

‘Spurius is his stepson, then. Are there other children in the household?’

‘Only Spurius. Quintus wanted more children, but it never happened.’ She shrugged uneasily. ‘But he loves Spurius as he would his own flesh, I’m sure of it, though he doesn’t always show it. It’s true they’ve had their differences, but what father and son don’t? Always fighting about money! Spurius can be extravagant, I’ll admit, and the Fabii are famous for stinginess. But the harsh words you heard my husband utter earlier – pay them no attention. This terrible ordeal has put us both on edge.’

Valeria turned back to the portrait of her son and smiled sadly, her lips trembling. ‘My little Caesar!’ she whispered.

‘Caesar?’

‘Oh, you know whom I mean – Marius’ nephew, the one who was captured by pirates last winter and got away. Oh, Spurius loved hearing that story! Young Caesar became his idol. Whenever he saw him in the Forum he would come home all breathless and say, “Mater, do you know whom I saw today?” I would laugh, knowing it could only be Caesar, to make him so excited.’ Her lips trembled. ‘And now, by some jest of the gods, Spurius himself has been captured by pirates! So I call him my little Caesar, knowing how brave he must be, and I pray for the best.’

 

I left the next day for Ostia, accompanied by the armed force which Quintus Fabius had hired and outfitted for the occasion. The band was made up of army veterans and freed gladiators, men with no prospects who were willing to kill or risk being killed for a modest wage. There were fifty of us in all, jammed together in a narrow boat sailing down the Tiber. The men took turns rowing, sang old army songs and bragged about their exploits on the battlefield or in the arena. If one were to believe all their boasting, taken together they had slaughtered the equivalent of several cities the size of Rome.

Their leader was an old Sullan centurion named Marcus, who had an ugly scar that ran from his right cheekbone down to his chin, cutting through both lips. Perhaps the old wound made it painful for him to speak; he could hardly have been more tightlipped. When I tried to discover what sort of orders Quintus Fabius had given him, Marcus made it clear at once that I would learn no more and no less than he cared to tell me, which for the moment was nothing.

I was an outsider among these men. They looked away when I passed. Whenever I did manage to engage one of them in conversation, the man quickly found something more important to do and in short order I found myself talking to empty air.

But there was one among their number who took a liking to me. His name was Belbo. To some degree he was ostracized by the others as well, for he was not a free man but a slave owned by Quintus Fabius; he had been sent along to fill out the ranks on account of his great size and strength. A previous owner had trained him as a gladiator, but Quintus Fabius used him in his stables. The hair on Belbo’s head was like straw, while the hair on his chin and chest was a mixture of red and yellow. He was by far the largest man in the company. The others joked that if he moved too quickly from one side of the boat to the other he was likely to capsize us.

I expected that nothing would come of questioning him, but soon discovered that Belbo knew more than I thought. He confirmed that young Spurius was not on the best of terms with his stepfather. ‘There’s always been a grudge between them. The mistress loves the boy, and the boy loves his mother, but the master has a hard spot for Spurius. Which is odd, because the boy is actually more like his stepfather in most ways, even if he is adopted.’

‘Really? He looks just like his mother.’

‘Yes, and sounds and moves like her, too, but that’s all a kind of mask, if you ask me, like warm sunlight sparkling on cold water. Underneath, he’s as stern as the master, and just as wilful. Ask any of the slaves who’ve made the mistake of displeasing him.’

‘Perhaps that’s the trouble between them,’ I suggested, ‘that they’re too much alike, and vie for the attentions of the same woman.’

We reached Ostia, where the boat was moored on a short pier that jutted into the Tiber. Farther down the riverfront, at the end of the docks, I could just glimpse the open sea. Gulls circled overhead. The smell of salt water scented the breeze. The strongest of the men unloaded the chests containing the ten thousand pieces of gold and loaded them into a wagon, which was wheeled into a warehouse on the docks. About half the men were sent to stand guard over it.

I expected the rest of the men to head for the nearest tavern, but Marcus kept order and made them stay on the boat. Their celebration would come the next day, after the ransom and whatever else resulted.

As for me, I intended to seek lodgings at the Flying Fish, the tavern mentioned in Spurius’s letter. I told Marcus I wanted to take Belbo with me.

‘No. The slave stays here,’ he said.

‘I need him for a bodyguard.’

‘Quintus Fabius said nothing about that. You mustn’t attract attention.’

‘I’ll be more conspicuous without a bodyguard.’

Marcus considered this for a moment, then agreed. ‘Good,’ someone called as Belbo stepped onto the dock, ‘the giant takes up the room of three men!’

At this Belbo laughed good-naturedly, perceiving no insult.

I found the Flying Fish on the seaside waterfront where the larger, seafaring vessels pitched anchor. The building had a tavern with a stable attached on the ground floor, and tiny cubicles for rent on the second floor. I took a room, treated myself and Belbo to a delicious meal of stewed fish and mussels, then took a long walk around the town to reacquaint myself with the streets. It had been a while since I’d spent any time in Ostia.

As the sun sank beneath the waves, setting the horizon aflame, I rested on the waterfront, making idle conversation with Belbo and looking at the various small ships along the dock and the larger ones moored farther out in the deeper water. Most were trading vessels and fishing boats, but among them was a warship painted crimson and bristling with oars. The enormous bronze ram’s head at its prow glittered blood-red in the slanting sunlight.

Belbo and I passed a skin of watered wine back and forth, which kept his tongue loose. Eventually I asked him what orders his master had given to the centurion Marcus regarding the armed company.

His answer was blunt. ‘We’re to kill the pirates.’

‘As simple as that?’

‘Well, we’re not to kill the boy in the process, of course. But the pirates are not to escape alive if we can help it.’

‘You’re not to capture them for sentencing by a Roman magistrate?’

‘No. We’re supposed to kill them on the spot, every one of them.’

I nodded gravely. ‘Can you do that, Belbo, if you have to?’

‘Kill a man?’ He shrugged. ‘I’m not like some of the others on the boat. I haven’t killed hundreds and hundreds of men.’

‘I suspect most of the men on the boat were exaggerating.’

‘Really? Still, I wasn’t a gladiator for long. I didn’t kill all that many men.’

‘No?’

‘No. Only – ’ He wrinkled his brow, calculating. ‘Only twenty or thirty.’

 

The next morning I rose early and put on a red tunic, as the ransom letter had specified. Before I went downstairs to the tavern I told Belbo to find a place in front of the building where he could watch the entrance. ‘If I leave, follow me, but keep your distance. Do you think you can do that without being noticed?’

He nodded. I looked at his straw-coloured hair and his hulking physique and was dubious.

As the day warmed, the tavern keeper rolled up the screens, which opened the room to the fresh air and sunlight. The waterfront grew busy. I sat patiently just inside the tavern and watched sailors and merchants pass by. Some distance away, Belbo had found a discreet, shady spot to keep watch, leaning against a little shed. The bovine expression on his face and the fact that he seemed hardly able to keep his eyes open made him look like an idler eluding his master for as long as he could and trying to steal a few moments of sleep. The deception was either remarkably convincing, or else Belbo was as dull as he looked.

I didn’t have long to wait. A young man who looked hardly old enough to have grown his beard stepped into the tavern, blinked at the sudden dimness, then saw my tunic and approached me.

‘Who sent you?’ he asked. His accent sounded Greek to me, not Cilician.

‘Quintus Fabius.’

He nodded, then studied me for a moment, while I studied him. His long black hair and shaggy beard framed a lean face that was accustomed to sun and wind. There was a hint of wildness in his wide green eyes. There were no scars visible on his face or his darkly tanned limbs, as one might expect to see on a battle-hardened pirate. Nor did he have the look of desperate cruelty common to such men.

‘My name is Gordianus,’ I said. ‘And what shall I call you?’

He seemed surprised at being asked for a name, then finally said ‘Cleon,’ in a tone which suggested he would have given a false name but couldn’t think of one. The name was Greek, like his features.

I looked at him dubiously. ‘We’re here for the same purpose, are we not?’

‘For the ransom,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘Where is it?

‘Where is the boy?’

‘He’s perfectly safe.’

‘I’ll have to be sure of that.’

He nodded. ‘I can take you to him now, if you wish.’

‘I do.’

‘Follow me.’

We left the tavern and walked along the waterfront for a while, then turned onto a narrow street that ran between two rows of warehouses. Cleon walked quickly and began to turn abruptly at each intersection, changing our course and sometimes doubling back the way we had come. I kept expecting to walk into Belbo, but he was nowhere to be seen. Either he was unexpectedly skilled at secret pursuit, or else we had eluded him.

We drew alongside a wagon, the bed of which was covered with a heavy sail cloth. Looking around nervously, Cleon shoved me towards the wagon and told me to crawl under the cloth. The driver of the wagon set the horses into motion. From where I was lying I could see nothing. The wagon took so many turns that I lost count and finally gave up trying to keep track of our direction.

The wagon at last came to a stop. Hinges creaked. The wagon pulled forward a bit. Doors slammed shut. Even before the cloth was thrown back, I knew from the smells of hay and dung that we must be in a stable. I could smell the sea as well; we had not gone too far inland. I sat up and looked around. The tall space was lit by only a few stray beams of sunlight which entered through knotholes in the walls. I glanced towards the driver, who turned his face away.

Cleon gripped my arm. ‘You wanted to see the boy.’

I stepped down from the wagon and followed him. We stopped before one of the stalls. At our approach a figure in a dark tunic rose from the hay. Even in the dim light I recognized him from his portrait. In the flesh young Spurius looked even more like Valeria, but where her skin had been milky white, his was deeply browned by the sun, which caused his eyes and teeth to sparkle like alabaster, and while his mother had worn an expression of anxious melancholy, Spurius looked sarcastically amused. In the portrait he had shown some baby fat which could stand melting away; he was leaner now, and it suited him. As for suffering, he did not have the haunted look of a youth who had been tortured. He looked like a young man who had been on an extended holiday. His manner, however, was businesslike.

‘What took you so long?’ he snapped.

Cleon looked at him sheepishly and shrugged. If the boy meant to imitate Caesar’s bravado, perhaps he had succeeded.

Spurius looked at me sceptically. ‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Gordianus. Your father sent me to ransom you.’

‘Did he come himself?’

I hesitated. ‘No,’ I finally said, nodding cautiously towards the pirate and trying to communicate to Spurius that in the presence of his captors we should discuss no more details than were necessary.

‘You brought the ransom?’

‘It’s waiting elsewhere. I wanted to have a look at you first.’

‘Good. Well, hand the money over to these barbarians and get me out of here. I’m bored to death of consorting with rabble. I’m ready to get back to Rome, and some good conversation, not to mention some decent cooking!’ He crossed his arms. ‘Well, go on! The pirates are all around us, just out of sight; don’t doubt that they’ll gladly kill us both if you give them any excuse. Bloodthirsty beasts! You’ve seen I’m alive and well. Once they have the ransom, they’ll let me go. So, off with you both. Hurry up!’

I returned to the wagon. Cleon covered me with the cloth. I heard the stable door open. The wagon began to roll. Again we turned and turned, until at last the vehicle came to a stop. Cleon pulled back the cloth. I rubbed my eyes at the sudden brightness and stepped onto the street. We were back where we had started, on the waterfront only a short distance from the Flying Fish.

As we walked towards the tavern my heart fell to see Belbo in the very spot where I had last seen him, leaning against the shed across from the tavern – with his mouth slightly open and his eyes shut! Was it possible that he hadn’t followed us at all, but had dozed through the whole episode, standing upright?

‘I’ll leave you now,’ said Cleon. ‘Where shall I collect the ransom?’

I described to him the location of the warehouse on the Tiber. He would bring his wagon and some men. Once the gold was loaded, I would go with them, alone, and when they were safely away they would deliver Spurius into my custody.

‘What assurance do I have that the boy will be released? Or for that matter, that I’ll be released?’

‘It’s the ransom we want, not you, and not . . . the boy.’ His voice broke oddly. ‘In an hour’s time, then!’ He turned and vanished into the crowd.

I waited for a moment, then spun around, intending to march up to Belbo and at the very least kick his shins. Instead I collided headlong with a large, immovable object – Belbo himself. As I tumbled backwards Belbo caught me and righted me, handling me as if I were a child.

‘I thought you were asleep!’ I said.

He laughed. ‘Pretty good at playing dead, aren’t I? That trick saved my life in the arena once. The other gladiator thought I’d fainted from fear. The fool put his foot on my chest and smiled up at his patron – and the next thing he knew, he was tasting dirt and had my sword at his throat!’

‘Fascinating. Well, did you follow us or not?’

Belbo hung his head. ‘I followed, yes. But I lost you early on.’

‘Did you at least see when I got into the wagon?’

‘No.’

‘Numa’s balls! Then we have no idea where the boy is being kept. There’s nothing to do but wait for Cleon to come for the ransom.’ I stared at the uncaring sea and the wheeling gulls above our heads. ‘Tell me, Belbo, why do the circumstances of this kidnapping have such an odd smell?’

‘Do they?’

‘I smell something fishy.’

‘We are on the waterfront,’ said Belbo.

I clapped my hands. ‘A ray of light descends from the heavens to pierce the fog!’

He stared at the clear sky above and wrinkled his brow.

‘I mean, Belbo, that I suddenly perceive the truth . . . I think.’ But I still had a very, very bad feeling about the situation.

 

‘Do you understand? It’s absolutely essential that you and your men make no attempt to follow when Cleon carts off the gold.’

The centurion Marcus looked at me sceptically. ‘And you with it! What’s to keep you from running off with these pirates – and the gold?’

‘Quintus Fabius entrusted me with handling the ransom. That should be enough for you.’

‘And he entrusted me with certain instructions as well.’ Marcus crossed his brawny arms, which bristled with black and silver hairs.

‘Look here, Marcus. I think I know these men’s intentions. If I’m right, the boy is perfectly safe – ’

Marcus snorted. ‘Ha! Honour among pirates!’

‘Perfectly safe,’ I continued, ‘as long as the ransom proceeds exactly as they wish. And also, if I’m right, you’ll be able to retrieve the ransom easily enough afterwards. If you attempt to follow, or foil the transaction as it happens, then it’s you who’ll be putting the boy’s life at risk, along with my own.’

Marcus chewed his cheeks and wrinkled his nose.

‘If you don’t do as I ask,’ I went on, ‘and something happens to the boy, consider how Quintus Fabius will react. Well? Cleon and his men will be here any moment. What do you say?’

Marcus muttered what I took to be his assent, then turned as one of his gladiators trotted up to us. ‘Four men and a wagon, sir, coming this way!’

Marcus raised his arm. His men disappeared into the shadows of the warehouse. There was a tap on my shoulder.

‘What about me?’ asked Belbo. ‘Shall I try to follow again, like I did this morning?’

I shook my head and looked nervously at the open door of the warehouse.

‘But you’ll be in danger,’ said Belbo. ‘A man needs a bodyguard. Make the pirates take both of us.’

‘Hush, Belbo! Go hide with the others. Now!’ I pushed him with both hands, and realized I would probably have better luck pushing over a yew tree. At last he gave way and lumbered off, looking unhappy.

A moment later Cleon appeared at the open door, followed by the wagon with its driver and two other young men. Like Cleon, they looked Greek to me.

I showed him the chests of gold and opened the lid of each one in turn. Even in the dim light, the glitter seemed to dazzle him. He grinned and looked a little embarrassed. ‘So much! I wondered what it would look like, but I couldn’t picture it. I kept trying to imagine ten thousand golden minnows . . .’

He shook his head as if to clear it and set to work with his companions loading the heavy chests into the wagon. A group of bloodthirsty pirates might be expected to dance a gleeful jig at the proximity of so much booty, but they went about their work in a sombre, almost fretful manner.

The labour done, Cleon wiped a trickle of sweat from his brow and indicated a long, narrow space between the trunks in the bed of the wagon. ‘Room enough for you to lie down, I think. He looked uneasily into the shadows of the warehouse and raised his voice. ‘And I’ll say it again: No one had better follow us. We have watchers posted along the way. They’ll know if anyone comes after us. If anything happens to arouse our suspicions, anything at all, I can’t be responsible for the outcome. Understood?’ He posed the question to the empty air as much as to me.

‘Understood,’ I said. As I stepped into the wagon I gripped his forearm to steady myself and spoke in his ear so the others couldn’t hear. ‘Cleon, you wouldn’t really hurt the boy, would you?’

He gave me a strangely plaintive look, like a man long misunderstood who suddenly finds a sympathetic ear. Then he hardened his face and swallowed. ‘He won’t be hurt, as long as nothing goes wrong,’ he said hoarsely. I settled myself in the gap between the trunks. The sail cloth was thrown over the wagon bed. The wagon lurched into motion, moving ponderously under its heavy load.

 

From this point, I thought, there was no reason for anything to go wrong with the ransoming. Marcus had agreed not to follow. Cleon had the gold. Soon I would have Spurius. Even if my assumption about the kidnapping was wrong, there would be no reason for his captors to harm the boy or myself; our deaths could profit them nothing. As long as nothing went wrong . . .

Perhaps it was the cramped, suffocating darkness that set my thoughts spinning into the awful void. I had taken Marcus’ muttering as an agreement to postpone his pursuit, but had I read him rightly? His men might be following us even now, clumsily showing themselves, alerting the watchers and sending them into a panic. Someone would cry out, there would be an assault on the wagon, swords would clash and clang! A blade would rip through the sail cloth, heading straight for my heart –

The fantasy seemed so real that I gave a jerk as if waking from a nightmare. But my eyes were wide open.

I took a breath to steady myself, but found my thoughts spinning even more recklessly out of control. What if I had completely misjudged Cleon? What if his soulful green eyes and uncertain manner were a crafty deception, a deliberate disguise for a hardened killer? The petulant, beautiful boy I had seen that morning might already be dead, his bravado cut short along with his throat. The wagon would return to the stable where they had murdered him, and as soon as the pirates were sure that no one had followed, they would pull me from the wagon, stuff a gag into my mouth, tie me up and lug me off to their ship, laughing raucously and dancing the jig they had suppressed while they loaded their booty. Cilician pirates, the cruellest men ever born! I would be taken off to sea, kicking and screaming into my gag. By the light of the moon they would set my clothes afire and use me for a torch, and when they were tired of hearing me scream they would toss me overboard. I could almost smell the stench of my own burning flesh, hear the hiss of the flames expiring as the hard water burst open and then slapped shut above me, taste the stinging salt in my nostrils. What would be left after the fishes made a feast of me?

In the cramped space I managed to wipe my sweaty forehead on a bit of my red tunic. Such morbid fantasies were nonsense, I told myself. I had to trust my own judgment, and my judgment decreed that Cleon was not the sort of fellow who could murder anyone, at least not in cold blood. Not even Roscius the actor could mime such innocence. A strange sort of pirate, indeed!

Then a new fear struck me, more chilling than all the rest. Belbo had said that Quintus Fabius wanted the pirates to be slaughtered. We’re not to kill the boy in the process, of course – but was he only inferring this? He could hardly be expected to know every secret order that his master had given to Marcus. Spurius was not of his own blood; Quintus Fabius spoke of him with contempt. What if he actually wanted his stepson dead? He had sent the ransom, yes, but he could hardly have refused to do that, if only to placate Valeria and to save face in public. But if in the end the boy were to be murdered by the pirates, or if it could be made to look that way . . .

It was even possible that Quintus Fabius himself had arranged to have his stepson kidnapped – a clever way to get rid of Spurius without drawing suspicion to himself. The idea was monstrous, but I had known men devious enough to concoct such a scheme. But if that were the case, why had he engaged my services? To demonstrate his conscientious concern by calling in an outsider, perhaps. To prove to Valeria and the rest of the world that he was quite serious about rescuing his kidnapped stepson. In which case, part of his plan for getting rid of Spurius would have to include the unfortunate death of the Finder sent to handle the tragically botched ransom . . .

The journey seemed to go on forever. The road became rockier and rougher. The wagon rattled and lurched. My extravagant fantasies of treachery and death suddenly paled beside the imminent danger of being crushed if one of the heavy trunks should be pitched onto me. By Hercules, the wagon bed was hot! By the time the wheels ground to a halt, my tunic was as soaked as if I had taken a dip in the sea.

The sail cloth was thrown back. I was chilled by a salty breeze.

I had expected that we would return to the stable where I had seen Spurius. Instead, we were on a strip of sandy beach beneath low hills somewhere outside the city. The tiny cove terminated in boulders at both ends. A small relay boat was drawn up in the shallows. A larger vessel was anchored out in the deeper water. I sprang from the wagon, glad to breathe fresh air again.

Cleon and his three companions hurriedly began to move the trunks from the wagon into the relay boat. ‘Damned heavy!’ grunted one of them. ‘We’ll never be able to move it all in one trip. It’ll take at least two – ’

‘Where’s the boy?’ I demanded, grabbing Cleon’s arm.

‘Here I am.’

I turned and saw Spurius approaching from a group of sheltering boulders at the end of the little beach. In the heat of the day he had stripped off his tunic and was wearing only a loincloth. It was all he usually wore, if he wore even that; his lean, chiselled torso and long limbs were deeply and evenly bronzed by the sun.

I looked at Cleon. His brows were drawn together as if he had pricked his finger. He stared at the boy and swallowed hard.

‘It’s about time!’ Spurius crossed his arms and glared at me. Petulance made him even more beautiful.

‘Perhaps you’d like to put on your tunic,’ I suggested, ‘and we’ll be on our way. If you’ll point the way to Ostia, Cleon, we’ll begin walking. Unless you intend to leave us the wagon?’

Cleon stood dumbly. Spurius stepped between us and drew me aside. ‘Did anyone follow the wagon?’ he whispered.

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Are you certain?’

‘I can’t be absolutely certain.’ I glanced at Cleon, who appeared not to be listening. The little relay boat was heading out to the larger ship with its first load, riding low in the water under the weight of the gold.

‘Well, did Pater send along a troop of armed guards or not? Answer me!’ Spurius spoke to me as if I were a slave.

‘Young man,’ I said sternly, ‘my duty at this moment is to your mother and father – ’

‘My stepfather!’ Spurius wrinkled his nose and spat out the word as if it were an expletive.

‘My job is to see that you get home alive. Until we’re safely back in Ostia, keep your mouth shut.’

He was shocked into silence for a moment, then gave me a withering look. ‘Well, anyway,’ he said, raising his voice, ‘there’s no way these fellows will release me until all the gold is loaded onto the ship. Correct, Cleon?’

‘What? Oh, yes,’ said Cleon. The sea breeze whipped his long black hair about his face. He blinked back tears, as if the salt stung his eyes.

Spurius gripped my arm and led me farther away. ‘Now listen,’ he growled, ‘did that miserly pater of mine send along an armed force or not? Or did he send you alone?’

‘I’ve already asked you to keep quiet – ’

‘And I’m ordering you to give me an answer. Unless you want me to make a very unsatisfactory report about you to my parents.’

Why did Spurius insist on knowing? And why now? It seemed to me that my suspicions about the kidnapping were confirmed.

If there was no armed force, then Spurius might as well stay with his so-called captors, if only to stay close to the gold, or his portion of it. Perhaps his stepfather could be had for a second ransom. But if an armed force was waiting to act, then it would be best for him to be ‘rescued’ by me now, to allow the fishermen – for surely these Neapolitan Greeks were anything but pirates – to make their escape immediately, along with the gold.

‘Let’s suppose there is an armed force,’ I said. ‘In that case, your friends had better get out of here at once. Let’s suppose they get clean away. How will you get your share of the gold then?’

Spurius stared at me blankly, then flashed such a charming smile that I could almost understand why Cleon was so hopelessly smitten with the boy. ‘It’s not as if I don’t know where they live, down on the bay. They wouldn’t dare try to cheat me. I could always denounce them and have every one of them crucified. They’ll keep my share safe for me until I’m ready to claim it.’

‘What sort of bargain did you strike with them? Nine-tenths of the gold for you, one-tenth for them?’

He smiled, as if caught at doing something wicked but clever. ‘Not quite that generous, actually.’

‘How did you find these “pirates”?’

‘I jumped in the bay at Neapolis and swam from boat to boat until I found the right crew. It didn’t take long to realize that Cleon would do anything for me.’

‘Then the idea for this escapade was entirely your own?’

‘Of course! Do you think a half-witted fisherman could come up with such a scheme? These fellows were born to be led. They were like fish in my net. They worship me – Cleon does, anyway – and why not?’

I scowled. ‘While you’ve been romping naked in the sun, enjoying your holiday with your admirers, your mother has been desperate with worry. Does that mean nothing to you?’

He crossed his arms and glared. ‘A little worry won’t kill her. It’s her fault, anyway. She could have made the old miser give me more money if she’d had the nerve to stand up to him. But she wouldn’t, so I had to come up with my own scheme to get Pater to cough up a bit of what’s rightfully mine anyway.’

‘And what about these fishermen? You’ve put them all in terrible danger.’

‘They know the risks. They also know how much they stand to profit.’

‘And Cleon?’ I looked over my shoulder and caught him staring doe-eyed at Spurius. ‘The poor fellow is heartsick. What did you do to make him that way?’

‘Nothing to embarrass Pater, if that’s what you’re getting at. Nothing that Pater hasn’t done himself, with the prettier boy slaves, from time to time. I know my place, and what’s proper for a man of my station; we take pleasure, we don’t give it. Not like Caesar, playing boy-wife to Nicomedes! Venus played a joke on poor Cleon, making him fall in love with me. It suited my purposes well enough, but I shall be glad to be rid of him. All that attention is cloying. I’d rather be waited on by a slave instead of pursued by a suitor; you can get rid of a slave just by clapping your hands.’

‘Cleon could be hurt before this is over. He might even be killed if something goes wrong.’

Spurius raised his eyebrows and looked beyond me at the low hills. ‘Then there is an armed guard . . .’

‘It was a stupid scheme, Spurius. Did you really think it would work?’

‘It will work!’

‘No. Unfortunately for you, young man, I have a vested interest not only in rescuing you, but in recovering the ransom as well. A portion of that gold will be mine.’

Challenging him outright was a mistake. He might have offered to buy my silence, but Spurius was even more miserly than his stepfather. He waved to Cleon, who came running. ‘Is all the gold loaded?’

‘This is the last trip,’ said Cleon. The words seemed to catch in his throat. ‘The relay boat is loaded and ready. I’m going with them. And you? Are you coming with us, Spurius?’

Spurius scanned the hills above the beach. ‘I’m still not sure. But one thing’s for certain – this man will have to be silenced.’

Cleon stared plaintively at Spurius, then glanced uneasily at me.

‘Well,’ said the boy, ‘you have a knife, Cleon, and he doesn’t. It should be simple. Go ahead and do it. Or do I need to summon another of the men from the relay boat?’

Cleon looked miserable.

‘Well? Do it, Cleon! You told me you once killed a man in a brawl, in some rat-infested tavern down in Pompeii. That’s one of the reasons I chose you to help me. You always knew it might come to this.’

Cleon swallowed hard and reached to the scabbard that hung from his belt. He pulled out a jagged-edged knife of the sort fishermen use to gut and clean their catch.

‘Cleon!’ I said. ‘I know everything. The boy is simply using you. You must know that. Your affection is wasted on him. Put down the knife. We’ll think of some way to rectify what you’ve done.’

Spurius laughed and shook his head. ‘Cleon may be a fool, but he’s not an idiot. The die is cast. He has no choice but to follow through. And that means getting rid of you, Gordianus.’

Cleon groaned. He kept his eyes on me but spoke to Spurius. ‘That day on the bay, when you swam up to our boat and climbed aboard, the moment I laid eyes on you, I knew you’d bring me nothing but trouble. Your mad ideas – ’

‘You seemed to like my ideas well enough, especially when I mentioned the gold.’

‘Forget the gold! It was the others who cared about that. I only wanted – ’

‘Yes, Cleon, I know what you really want.’ Spurius rolled his eyes. ‘And I promise, one of these days I’ll let you. But right now . . .’ Spurius waved his hands impatiently. ‘Pretend he’s a fish. Gut him! Once that’s done, we’ll climb into the relay boat and be off with the gold, back to Neapolis.’

‘You’re coming with us?’

‘Of course. But not until this one is silenced. He knows too much. He’ll give us all away.’

Cleon stepped closer. I considered fleeing, but thought better of it; Cleon had to be more used to running on sand than I was, and I couldn’t stand the idea of that jagged knife in my back. I considered facing him head-on; we were about the same size, and I probably had more experience at fighting hand to hand. But that didn’t count for much as long as he had a knife and I didn’t.

My only advantage was that he was acting without conviction. There was heartsickness in his voice whenever he talked to Spurius, but also a tinge of resentment. If I could play on that, perhaps I could stave him off. I tried to think of a way to exploit his frustration, to turn him against the boy or at least keep him confused.

But before I could speak, I saw the change in Cleon’s face. He made his decision quite literally in the twinkling of an eye. For the briefest instant I thought he might lunge at Spurius, like a cur turning on its master. How would I ever explain to Valeria that I stood by helplessly while her darling son was stabbed to death before my eyes?

But that was a wishful fantasy. Cleon didn’t lunge at Spurius. He lunged at me.

We grappled. I felt a sudden burning sensation run down my right arm, more as if I had been lashed by a whip than cut by a blade. But a cut it must have been – as the world spun dizzily around us I glimpsed a patch of sand spattered with blood.

We tumbled onto the ground. I tasted gritty sand between my teeth. I felt the heat and smelled the sweat of Cleon’s body. He had been working hard, loading the gold into the relay boat. He was already tired. That was a good thing for me; I had just enough strength to fend him off until a figure came running from the boulders at the end of the beach.

One instant Cleon was atop me, crushing the strength from my arms, bringing his blade closer and closer to my throat; the next moment it seemed that a god had snatched him by the back of his tunic and sent him soaring skyward. In fact it was Belbo who plucked him off me, lifted him into the air and then slammed him to the ground. Only the lenient sand prevented him from being broken in two. He managed to hold on to his knife, but a sideways kick from Belbo sent it flying through the air. Belbo dropped to his knees onto Cleon’s chest, knocking the breath out of him, and raised his fist like a hammer.

‘No, Belbo, don’t! You’ll kill him!’ I cried.

Belbo turned his head and gave me a quizzical frown. Cleon flailed like a fish beneath the weight on his chest.

Meanwhile, Cleon’s three friends clambered out of the relay boat. So long as it was Cleon against me, they had stayed where they were, but now that Cleon was down and outnumbered, they came to his rescue, drawing their knives as they ran.

I got to my feet and ran after Cleon’s knife. I picked it up, feeling queasy at the sight of my own blood on the jagged blade. Belbo was back on his feet, his own dagger drawn. Cleon remained flat on his back, gasping for breath. So, I thought: three against two, all parties armed. I had a giant on my side, but my right arm was wounded. Did that make the odds even?

Apparently not, for the fishermen suddenly stopped in their tracks, bumped against one another in confusion, then ran back to their boat, calling for Cleon to follow. I basked for a moment in the illusion that I had frightened them off (with a little help from Belbo, of course), then realized that before they turned and ran they had been looking at something above and beyond me. I turned around. Sure enough, Marcus and his men had appeared atop the low hills and were running towards the beach with swords drawn.

Back in the relay boat, two of the fishermen scrambled for their oars while the third leaned towards the beach, crying for Cleon to join them. Cleon had managed to get to his hands and knees but couldn’t seem to stand upright. I looked at Marcus and his men, then at the fishermen in the boat, then at Spurius, who stood not far from Cleon with his arms crossed, scowling as if he were watching a dismally unfunny comedy.

‘For the love of Hercules, Spurius, why don’t you at least help him to his feet!’ I cried, then ran to do it myself. Cleon staggered up and I pushed him in the direction of the boat. ‘Run!’ I said. ‘Run, unless you want to be a dead man!’

He did as I told him and went splashing into the surf. Then he suddenly stopped. The relay boat was pulling away, but he turned and stared at Spurius, who gave him a sardonic stare in return.

‘Run!’ I screamed. ‘Run, you fool!’ The men in the boat called to him as well, even as they began to row rapidly away. But as long as Spurius met his gaze, Cleon remained frozen, struggling to stand upright in the waves, his face a mask of misery.

I ran to Spurius, put my hands on his shoulders and spun him around. ‘Get your hands off me!’ he snarled. But the spell was broken. Cleon seemed to wake. His face hardened. He turned and plunged into the waves, swimming after the relay boat.

I dropped onto the sand, clutching my bleeding arm. A moment later Marcus and his men arrived on the beach brandishing their swords.

Marcus satisfied himself that Spurius was unharmed, then turned his wrath on me. ‘You let one of them escape! I saw you help the man to his feet! I heard you telling him to run!’

‘Shut up, Marcus. You don’t understand.’

‘I understand that they’re getting away. Too far out now for us to swim after them. Damn! Just as well. We’ll let them reach the bigger ship and then the Crimson Ram can take care of the lot of them.’

Before I could puzzle out what he meant, Belbo let out a cry and pointed towards the water. Cleon had finally reached the relay boat. His friends were pulling him aboard. But something was wrong; the heavy-laden boat began to tip. The experienced fishermen should have been able to right it, but they must have panicked. All at once the relay boat was upside down.

Marcus snarled. Spurius yelped. Together they cried, ‘The gold!’

Farther out, the fishermen on the larger ship were scrambling to set sail. They seemed awfully quick to abandon their friends, I thought, then saw the reason for their hurry. They had been able to see the approach of the warship before those of us on the beach could see it. It was the crimson warship I had seen anchored in the water off Ostia. The bristling oars sliced into the water in unison. The bronze ram’s head butted the spuming waves. The Crimson Ram, Marcus had called her. As soon as she came into sight around the bend of the cove, Marcus gave a signal to one of his men back on the hill, who began to wave a red cape – a signal that Spurius had been rescued and the action against the pirates could commence.

It seems impossible that what came to pass was intended by anyone; but then, that might describe everything about the whole disastrous affair. Surely the Crimson Ram meant to outflank the fishing vessel and board her to recover the gold. A warship should have been able to achieve such a capture with ease. But there was no accounting for the actions of the hapless fishermen. Just as their fellows in the relay boat had panicked, so did they. When the Crimson Ram moved to draw alongside, the fishing vessel seemed to turn as if intent on deliberate self-destruction, like a gladiator impaling himself on an enemy’s sword, and offered her starboard flank to the massive bronze ram’s head.

We heard the distant impact, the splintering of wood, the cries of the fishermen. The sail collapsed. The fishing boat convulsed and folded in on itself. The vessel vanished into the rolling sea almost before I could comprehend the horror of it.

‘By the gods!’ muttered Belbo.

‘The gold!’ snarled Marcus.

‘All that gold . . .’ sighed Spurius.

The men from the capsized relay boat had set out swimming for their ship. Now they floundered in the water, trapped between the Crimson Ram and Marcus’ men on shore. ‘They’ll have to head in eventually,’ Marcus muttered, ‘along with any survivors from the other ship. We’ll ring the cove and strike them down one by one as they crawl from the water. Men! Listen up!’

‘No, Marcus!’ I clutched my arm and staggered to my feet. ‘You can’t kill them. The kidnapping was a hoax!’

‘A hoax, was it? And the lost gold – I suppose that was only an illusion?’

‘But those men aren’t pirates. They’re simple fishermen. Spurius put them up to the whole thing. They acted on his orders.’

‘They defrauded Quintus Fabius.’

‘They don’t deserve to die!’

‘That’s not for you to say. Stay out of this, Finder.’

‘No!’ I ran into the surf. The scattered fishermen struggled in the waves, too far out for me to tell which was Cleon. ‘Stay back!’ I screamed. ‘They’ll kill you as you come ashore!’

Something struck the back of my head. Sea and sky merged into a solid white light that flared and then winked into darkness.

 

I awoke with a throbbing headache and a dull pain in my right arm. I reached up to find that my head was bandaged. So was my arm.

‘Awake at last!’ Belbo leaned over me with a look of relief. ‘I was beginning to think . . .’

‘Cleon . . . and the others . . .’

‘Shhhh! Lean back. You’ll set your arm to bleeding again. I should know; I learned a thing or two about wounds when I was a gladiator. Hungry? That’s the best thing, to eat. Puts the fire back in your blood.’

‘Hungry? Yes. And thirsty.’

‘Well, you’re in the right place for both. Here at the Flying Fish they’ve got everything a stomach needs.’

I looked around the little room. My head was beginning to clear. ‘Where’s Spurius? And Marcus?’

‘Gone back to Rome with the rest, yesterday. Marcus wanted me to go, too, but I wouldn’t. Someone had to stay with you. The master will understand.’

I cautiously touched the back of my head through the bandages. ‘Someone hit me.’

Belbo nodded.

‘Marcus?’

Belbo shook his head. ‘Spurius. With a rock. He would have hit you again after you were down, but I stopped him. Then I stood over you to make sure he didn’t do it again.’

‘The vicious little . . .’ It made sense, of course. His scheme foiled, the best Spurius could hope for was to silence everyone who knew about his plot, including me.

‘Cleon and the rest – ’

Belbo lowered his eyes. ‘The soldiers did as Marcus ordered.’

‘But they can’t have killed them all . . .’

‘It was horrible to watch. Seeing men die in the arena is bad enough, but at least there’s some sport when it’s two armed men, both trained to fight. But the sight of those poor fellows coming out of the water, worn out and gasping for breath, pleading for mercy, and Marcus’ men slaughtering them one after another . . .’

‘What about Cleon?’

‘Him, too, so far as I know. “Kill every one of them!” was what Marcus said, and his men did just that. Spurius helped, pointing and yelling whenever he saw one of them about to come ashore. They killed the pirates one by one and threw their bodies back into the sea.’

I pictured the spectacle and my head began to throb. ‘They weren’t pirates, Belbo. There never were any pirates.’ Suddenly the room became blurry. It wasn’t from the blow to my head; it was only the tears welling up in my eyes.



 

A few days later I was back at the Senian Baths, lying naked on a bench while one of Lucius Claudius’s slaves massaged me. My battered body needed pampering. My bruised conscience needed the release of pouring the whole sordid tale into Lucius’s spongelike ear.

‘Appalling!’ he finally muttered. ‘You’re very lucky to be alive, I should think. And when you got back to Rome, did you call on Quintus Fabius?’

‘Of course, to collect the balance of my fee.’

‘Not to mention your share of the gold, I should think!’

I winced, and not from the massage. ‘That was something of a sore point. As Quintus Fabius pointed out, I was to be paid one-twentieth of whatever portion of the gold was actually recovered. Since the ransom was lost – ’

‘He cheated you on a technicality? How typical of the Fabii! But surely some of the gold washed up on the shore. Didn’t they go diving for it?’

‘They did, and Marcus’ men recovered a little, but only a tiny fraction. My share hardly came to a handful of gold.’

‘Only that, after all your labour, and after putting yourself in so much danger! Quintus Fabius must be as miserly as his stepson claims! I suppose you told him the truth about the kidnapping?’

‘Yes. Unfortunately, the very men who could back me up – the fishermen – are dead, and Spurius continues to insist blithely that he was kidnapped by pirates.’

‘The bald-faced young liar! Surely Quintus Fabius knows better than to believe him.’

‘Publicly, at least, he accepts his stepson’s version of the story. But that’s only to save himself the embarrassment of a scandal, I think. He probably suspected the truth all along. I think that’s the real reason he hired me, to find out for certain. And that’s why he ordered Marcus to kill his stepson’s accomplices on the spot, to keep the truth from getting out. Oh yes, he knows what really happened. He must detest Spurius more than ever, and the enmity is mutual.’

‘Ah, the type of family bitterness that so often ends in – ’

‘Murder,’ I said, daring to utter the unlucky word aloud. ‘I wouldn’t care to wager which will outlive the other!’

‘And the boy’s mother, Valeria?’

‘Her son subjected her to agonizing worry, just to satisfy his greed. I thought she had a right to know that. But when I tried to tell her, she suddenly seemed to go deaf. If she heard a word I said, she didn’t show it. When I was done, she politely thanked me for rescuing her son from those awful pirates, then dismissed me.’

Lucius shook his head.

‘But I did get something I wanted from Quintus Fabius.’

‘Yes?’

‘Since he refused to give me a fall share of the ransom, I insisted that he give me something else he owned, a possession he clearly undervalued.’

‘Ah yes, your new bodyguard.’ Lucius glanced at Belbo, who stood across the room with folded arms, sternly guarding the niche that held my clothing as if it contained a senator’s ransom. ‘The fellow is a treasure.’

‘The fellow saved my life on that beach outside Ostia. It may not be the last time.’

 

Every now and again, business takes me south to the vicinity of Neapolis and the bay. I always make a point of visiting the waterfront where the fishermen congregate. I ask in Greek if any of them knows of a young man named Cleon. Alas, the Neapolitans are a close-lipped, suspicious bunch. Not one of them has ever admitted to knowing a fisherman by that name, though surely someone in Neapolis must have known him.

I scan the faces on the fishing boats, on the chance that I might see him. For no good reason, I have convinced myself that he somehow eluded Marcus’ men on that fateful day and made his way home.

Once, I was almost certain that I did get a glimpse of him. The man was clean-shaven, not bearded, but his eyes were Cleon’s eyes. I called out from the dock, but the boat slipped by before I could get a better look. I was never able to confirm whether it was Cleon I saw or not. Perhaps it was a relative, or merely a man who resembled him. I didn’t pursue the matter as fully as I might have, perhaps afraid that the truth would disappoint me. I prefer to believe that it was Cleon after all, proof or no proof. Could there be two men in the world with the same soulful green eyes?




THE DISAPPEARANCE OF THE SATURNALIA SILVER

 



 

‘Gambling in the Forum! Really, Gordianus, who can countenance such behaviour?’ Cicero sniffed, turning his nose up at the nearby circle of men busy casting dice on the paving stones.

‘But Cicero, it is Saturnalia,’ I said wearily. Eco and I had run into him on our way to the house of Lucius Claudius, and Cicero had insisted that we walk with him. He was in a testy mood, and I couldn’t imagine why he wanted our company, unless it was simply to swell the ranks of his little retinue of secretaries and hangers-on as he walked through the Forum. A Roman politician can never be seen with too large an entourage, even if its members include a citizen of dubious respectability like myself and a thirteen-year-old mute.

The clatter of dice was followed by squeals of glee and moans of defeat, then the jingling of coins changing hands. ‘Yes, Saturnalia,’ sighed Cicero. ‘By tradition the city commissioners must allow such behaviour in public during the midwinter festival, and Roman traditions are always to be revered. Still, it pains me to see such demeaning activity in the very heart of the city.’

I shrugged. ‘Men gamble all the time in the Subura.’

‘Yes, in the Subura,’ he said, his polished orator’s voice dripping disdain for the precinct where I lived, ‘but not here in the Forum!’

From nowhere, a group of drunken revellers appeared and went careening through the midst of Cicero’s retinue. The revellers whirled about, making the hems of their loose gowns spin above their knees. With their forefingers they raised their felt skullcaps off their heads and spun them in the air, making blurs of red, blue and green. In the midst of the celebrants, held aloft in a litter chair, was a hunchback dressed like old King Numa in a bright yellow gown with a papyrus crown atop his head. He nodded tipsily, squirting wine into his lips from a wineskin in one hand while waving a gnarled walking stick in the other, as if it were a sceptre. Eco, delighted by the spectacle, opened his mouth in a silent laugh and clapped his hands. Cicero was not amused.

‘Surely Saturnalia is my least favourite of festivals, no matter how wise our ancestors were to establish it,’ he grumbled. ‘All this drunken revelry and licentiousness has no place in a sensible society. As you see, I’m wearing my toga today, as usual, no matter what custom decrees for the holiday. No loose gown for me, thank you. Men whirling about to show off their naked legs, indeed! Loose clothing leads to loose morals. A toga keeps a man all in one piece, if you take my meaning.’ He squared his shoulders and shook his elbows slightly, making the folds of his toga fall into an orderly pattern, then gathered one arm to his chest to keep the folds in place. To look respectable in a toga, my father used to say, a man must have a spine of iron. The toga suited Cicero well.

He lowered his voice. ‘Worst of all are the liberties granted to slaves for the holiday. Yes, I give mine a day of rest and I allow them to speak their minds freely, within reason, but I draw the line at letting them go carousing through the streets wearing coloured felt caps like free men. Imagine a day when you can’t tell whether a stranger in the Forum is a citizen or someone else’s property! The festival is consecrated to Saturn, but it might as well be Chaos! And I absolutely refuse to follow the absurd custom of allowing my slaves to wear my clothes and recline upon my dining couch while I serve them dinner!’

‘But Cicero, it happens only once a year.’

‘Which is once too often.’

‘There are those who would say it’s a good practice to turn things upside down every so often – to let a hunchback be a king, and set masters to wait upon their slaves. What better time for a bit of whimsy than midwinter, when the harvesting is all done, ships are safely docked, old magistrates are about to be booted out of their offices so that new ones can take their place, and the whole Republic lets out a collective sigh of relief at having survived yet another year of corruption, greed, backstabbings and betrayals? Why shouldn’t Rome slip into some loose clothing for a few days and uncork a new wineskin?’

‘You make Rome out to be a whore,’ said Cicero disapprovingly.

‘Instead of a scowling politician with a stiff neck? I think that Rome is both, depending on which side one looks at. Don’t forget, they say that Saturnalia was established by the god Janus, and Janus has two faces.’

Cicero harrumphed.

‘But I’m sure you observe at least one of the traditions of Saturnalia,’ I said, ‘which is the exchange of gifts with friends and family.’ I made this comment with no ulterior motive, only to remind him of the finer aspects of the holiday.

He stared at me gloomily, then a smile broke out across his face as if he suddenly dropped a mask. ‘That I do!’ he said, and clapped for one of his slaves, who brought him a small bag from which he drew a tiny object which he placed in my hand. ‘For you, Gordianus!’ He laughed aloud at the expression of surprise on my face. ‘What, did you think I made you walk across the Forum with me just so I could regale you with my low opinion of the revelry?’

Eco drew close to me and together we peered down at the tiny round object which glittered on my open palm beneath the dead-white winter sun. It seemed to be a simple silver bead flawed by some irregularity, but when I held it closer I saw that it was fashioned like a miniature chickpea – the cicer bean, from which Cicero’s family took its name. Eco let out a noiseless gasp.

‘Cicero, I’m honoured!’ I said. From the weight of the little thing, it had to be solid silver. Silver is the substance of choice for Saturnalia gift-giving, among those who can afford such extravagance.

‘I’m giving my mother a whole necklace of them,’ Cicero said proudly. ‘I had them made last year in Athens, during my studies there.’

‘Well,’ I said, gesturing to Eco to reach inside the pouch he carried, ‘I have nothing to match it, I fear, only this.’ No man goes out during Saturnalia without gifts to offer should the need arise, and I had given Eco a pouch to carry before we went out, containing a bundle of wax tapers. Eco handed me one, which I then held out to Cicero. It was the traditional gift of a poorer man to a man better off, and Cicero accepted it graciously.

‘It’s of the highest quality,’ I said, ‘from a little shop on the Street of the Candlemakers, dyed deep blue and scented with hyacinth. Though perhaps, given your feelings about the holiday, you won’t be out tonight with the rest of the throng holding up your burning taper to set the Forum aglow.’

‘Actually, my brother Quintus is joining me for a small family celebration tonight; I’m sure we’ll stay in. But I often stay up late, reading. I shall use your gift to light my way when next I ponder a scroll of law. The scent will remind me of the sweetness of our friendship.’ Hearing such honey from his lips, who could doubt that young Cicero was well on his way to becoming the best-known orator in Rome?

 

Eco and I took our leave of Cicero and made our way up the Palatine Hill. Even here, in the city’s poshest neighbourhood, there was open gambling and drunken revelry in the streets; the only difference was that the gambling was for higher stakes and the revellers wore gowns made of finer stuff. We came to the house of my friend Lucius Claudius, who answered the door himself.

‘Reduced to a door slave!’ he laughed. ‘Would you believe, I told the slaves to take the whole day off and they took me quite seriously. Saturn alone knows where they all are or what they’re up to!’ With his red nose and plump cheeks, Lucius Claudius was the very image of benevolence, especially with his features suffused, as they now were, with a beaming and slightly tipsy smile.

‘I don’t imagine they’ll get very far, unless they have purses to carry them,’ I said.

‘Oh, but they do! I gave each one of them a purse with a few coins and a felt cap. Well, how can they enjoy themselves if they can’t join in the gambling?’

I shook my head in mock disdain. ‘Now I wonder, Eco, what Cicero would make of our friend Lucius’ reckless liberality?’

Eco took the cue at once and launched into an uncanny impersonation of Cicero, drawing his holiday gown about him like a toga, throwing back his head and wrinkling his nose. Lucius laughed so hard he began to cough, and his face turned redder than ever. At last he caught his breath and wiped tears from his eyes.

‘No doubt Cicero would say that a slave owner with such a lax disposition is shirking his responsibility to maintain peace and order in society – but ask me if I care! Come, let me show you why I’m in such a good mood. The presents arrived only this morning!’

We followed him through the vestibule, through an immaculate garden decorated with a splendid bronze statue of Minerva, down a long hallway and into a small, dark room at the back of the house. There was a thumping noise and a stifled curse as Lucius banged his knee against some sort of low chest set against one wall. ‘Light, must have light,’ he muttered, leaning over the chest and fiddling with the latched shutters of one of the tall, narrow windows.

‘Here, Master, let me do that,’ said a hoarse voice from the darkness. Eco gave a little jump beside me. His eyes are quite keen, but even he had not seen the owner of the voice when we entered the room.

The ability to be invisible is a much sought-after trait among household slaves, and appeared to be one of the skills of Lucius’ right-hand man, an ancient white-haired Greek named Stephanos who had been in charge of running the house on the Palatine for many years. He walked with a stiff-limbed gait from window to window, unlatching the narrow shutters and pulling them open to admit cold air and bright sunshine.

Lucius muttered a word of thanks to the slave, who muttered some formula in return, but I hardly heard them. Like Eco, I stood transfixed by a sudden blaze of silver. Before our dazzled eyes, the sunlight which poured in through the windows was transformed into a white, liquid fire that shimmered, sparkled, and danced. I glanced at Eco and saw his wondering face lit up by lozenges of reflected light, then returned my gaze to the splendour before us.

The piece of furniture Lucius had bumped his knee against was a thigh-high wooden chest. In itself it was a marvellous piece of work, beautifully crafted and inlaid with bits of shell and obsidian. Spread across the hinged lid was a blood-red cloth. Laid out atop the cloth was the most stunning collection of silver objects I had ever seen.

‘Magnificent, aren’t they?’ said Lucius.

I merely nodded, rendered as mute as Eco by the display.

‘Note the ewer,’ said Lucius enthusiastically. ‘The shape – so elegant. See how the handle is in the form of a caryatid hiding her face?’

The piece was exquisite, as was the silver comb inlaid with carnelian alongside a matching silver brush, upon the back of which was an image in relief of a satyr spying on some bathing nymphs. A necklace of silver and amber was laid beside another of silver and lapis, and yet another of silver and ebony, and each had a pair of matching earrings and matching bracelets. Two silver cups were embossed with hunting scenes around the base, while another pair of cups were decorated with a geometrical Greek design.

Most impressive of all, if only for its size, was a great silver plate as broad as a man’s forearm. Its border was a circle of embossed acanthus leaves, while in the centre the spirit of mirth, Silenus, ran riot amid a dizzying array of satyrs, fauns and nymphs. When Lucius looked away for a moment, Eco pointed to the face of Silenus and then nodded towards our host. I saw what he meant; while all images of Silenus might be said to bear a family resemblance to Lucius Claudius, sharing as they do a plump, round face atop a plump, round body, this depiction of Silenus was too exactly like Lucius to be anything but a portrait.

‘You must have had these pieces made especially for you,’ I said.

‘Yes, I commissioned a shop of artisans down on the Street of the Silversmiths. These pieces are proof, I think, that one can find just as high a quality of workmanship here in Rome as among pieces imported from Alexandria and elsewhere.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘provided one has the purse to pay for it.’

‘Well, it was a bit extravagant,’ Lucius admitted, ‘but the raw silver comes from Spain, instead of the East, which helps to bring down the price. Anyway, it’ll be worth the expense to see the look on their faces when my cousins see what I’m giving them for Saturnalia. Silver is traditionally what one gives, of course – ’

‘If one can afford it,’ I muttered.

‘ – but in the past I’m afraid some of my relatives have proclaimed me a bit of a miser. Well, I have no wife or child, so I suppose I have no training in lavishing my wealth on those around me, and it’s sometimes hard to catch the holiday spirit when one is a bachelor. But not this year – this year I’ve gone all out, as you can see.’

‘You have indeed,’ I agreed, thinking that even jaded, wealthy patricians like those of the Claudian clan would have to be impressed with Lucius’ generosity.

Lucius stood for a moment gazing upon the various vessels and pieces of jewellery, then turned to the slave who lingered close by. ‘But Stephanos, what’s this? What are you doing skulking about here in the dark on such a splendid day? You should be out cavorting with the others.’

‘Cavorting, Master?’ said the wrinkled slave dryly, as if to indicate that the likelihood of his doing such a thing was quite remote.

‘Well, you know what I mean – you should be out enjoying yourself.’

‘I enjoy myself quite well enough here, Master.’

‘Well, amusing yourself, then.’

‘I assure you, I’m just as capable of amusing myself here as anywhere else,’ said Stephanos. It seemed dubious that he could be amused under any circumstances.

‘Very well,’ laughed Lucius, ‘have it your way, Stephanos. That is, after all, the point of the holiday.’

Lucius paused once again before the chest and lovingly fingered the ewer he had first pointed out, and to which he seemed especially attached. Then he led the way to the atrium and offered each of us a cup of wine.

‘Much watered, in Eco’s case,’ I said as Lucius served us from a simple silver ewer that was brimming with frothy purple wine. Eco frowned but held out his cup, willing to take what he could get. From past experience I knew that Lucius kept a stock of only the finest vintages, and for myself I requested very little water, so as to savour the fine bouquet at fall strength. For a man so used to being waited on, Lucius did a creditable job of serving us, then served himself and sat down to join us.

‘Considering how hard you work, Gordianus, I suppose you must enjoy the leisure of the holiday immensely.’

‘Actually, I often find myself busier on festival days than at other times.’

‘Really?’

‘Crime takes no holidays,’ I said. ‘Or more accurately: crime enjoys the holidays immensely. You have no idea how many thefts and murders occur on festival days – not to mention indiscretions and infidelities.’

‘I wonder why?’

I shrugged. ‘The normal constraints of society are loosened; people find themselves more open to temptation and do things they ordinarily wouldn’t, for all sorts of reasons – greed, spite, or simply for a joke. Families are gathered together, whether they like one another or not; that can lead to a few heads being bashed. And the expense of entertaining can drive even a wealthy man to deeds of desperation. As for those already of a criminal disposition, consider the advantages to their trade during the festivals, when people let down their guard and stupefy themselves with too much food and wine. Oh yes, a Roman holiday is an invitation to crime, and they are often my busiest days of the year.’

‘Then I count myself lucky to have your company today, Gordianus!’ said Lucius, raising his cup.

At that moment we heard the front door open, followed by loud voices from the vestibule, and then a pair of young slaves came tripping into the atrium. Their cheeks were ruddy from the cold, almost as red as the felt caps on their heads. Their eyes were bleary from drinking, but they straightened considerably at the sight of their master.

‘Thropsus, Zoticus, I trust that you’re enjoying yourselves?’ called Lucius heartily.

Thropsus, who was slender and blond, suddenly stiffened, not sure how to react, while his companion, who was stocky and dark, abruptly sputtered with laughter and ran with a whoop through the atrium towards the back of the house.

‘Yes, Master, very much, Master,’ said Thropsus finally. He shifted from foot to foot, as if waiting to be dismissed. Finally Lucius picked up a crust of bread and threw it at the boy. ‘Go on!’ he laughed. Thropsus hurried after Zoticus, looking thoroughly confused.

We drank in silence for a while, enjoying the wine. ‘You certainly strive for informality, Lucius,’ I remarked wryly, ‘even when it makes the poor slave a bit uncomfortable.’

‘Thropsus is new in the household. He doesn’t understand: it’s Saturnalia!’ said Lucius grandly. He had just finished his second cup of wine and was reaching to pour himself another. I turned to Eco, expecting him to wink at me in amusement, but instead he seemed distracted and was looking towards the back of the house.

‘And will you go so far as to wait upon your slaves at dinner?’ I asked, remembering how Cicero had balked at performing such a reversal.

‘Well, no – after all, Gordianus, there are so very many of them in the household and only one of me! I’ll already be worn out from visiting with my cousins this afternoon and handing out my presents. But I do let the slaves recline upon the dining couches as if they were guests and take turns serving each other, while I take my meal in my bedchamber. They always seem to enjoy the little charade, judging from all the noise they make. And you? Will you play servant to your household slaves at dinner?’

‘There are only two of them.’

‘Ah, yes, your bodyguard, that lumbering Belbo, and of course, your Egyptian concubine, the beautiful Bethesda. What man could refuse to wait upon her?’ Lucius sighed, and then shivered. He has always been smitten with Bethesda, and more than a little intimidated by her.

‘Eco and I will be going home to prepare their dinner immediately after we take our leave of you,’ I said, ‘and tonight, before the people mass in the streets with their lit tapers, Eco and I will serve the two of them dinner while they recline upon our couches.’

‘Delicious! I should come to watch!’

‘Only if you’re willing to carry a tray like the other citizens in the house.’

‘Well . . .’

At that moment, from the corner of my eye, I saw Eco jerk his head towards the back of the house with a sudden, birdlike motion. His hearing can be quite acute, and so it was that he heard the approach of the young slave before Lucius or I did. A moment later Thropsus came running into the atrium with a look of shock and dismay on his face. He opened his mouth but choked on the words.

‘Well, Thropsus, what is it?’ said Lucius, wrinkling his fleshy brow.

‘Something terrible, Master!’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s old Stephanos, Master – ’

‘Yes, yes, spit it out.’

Thropsus wrung his hands and made a face. ‘Please, Master, come and see for yourself!’

‘Now, what could be so terrible that the slave can’t even utter it?’ said Lucius, making light of the matter as he laboriously rose from his chair. ‘Come, Gordianus, it’s probably a matter for you!’ he said, laughing.

But all laughter ceased when we followed young Thropsus into the room where Lucius had shown us his silver. All the windows were shuttered except one close by the chest. By the cold light that entered we surveyed the disaster which had tied Thropsus’s tongue. The red cloth was still thrown over the chest, but now it was all askew, and every piece of silver had vanished! In front of the chest, on the floor, the old slave Stephanos lay unmoving on his side with his arms raised to his chest. His forehead was dented with a bloody gash, and though his eyes were wide open, I had seen enough dead men to know that Stephanos had departed from the service of Lucius Claudius forever.

‘By Hercules, what’s happened?’ gasped Lucius. ‘The silver! And Stephanos! Is he – ?’

Eco knelt down to feel for a pulse, and put his ear to the dead slave’s parted lips. He looked up at us and shook his head gravely.

‘But what’s happened?’ cried Lucius. ‘Thropsus, what do you know about this?’

‘Nothing, Master! I came into the room and found it exactly as it is now, and then came to you right away.’

‘And Zoticus,’ said Lucius darkly. ‘Where is he?’

‘I don’t know, Master.’

‘What do you mean? You came in together.’

‘Yes, but I had to relieve myself, so I went to the privy at the other corner of the house. Afterwards I went looking for Zoticus, but I couldn’t find him.’

‘Well, go and find him now!’ blustered Lucius.

Thropsus meekly turned to leave. ‘No, wait,’ I said. ‘It seems to me that there’s no hurry to find Zoticus, if indeed he’s still in the house. I think it might be more interesting to discover why you happened to come into this room at all, Thropsus.’

‘I was looking for Zoticus, as I said.’ He lowered his eyes.

‘But why here? This is one of your master’s private rooms. I shouldn’t think that anyone is supposed to come in here except a slave of Stephanos’ rank, or perhaps a cleaning girl. Why were you looking for Zoticus here, Thropsus?’

‘I – I thought I heard a noise.’

‘What sort of noise?’

Thropsus made a pained face. ‘I thought I heard someone . . . laughing.’

Eco suddenly clapped his hands for our attention and nodded vigorously.

‘What are you saying, Eco, that you heard this laughter, too?’

He nodded, and made a motion with his hands to indicate that from the atrium it had sounded faint and far away.

‘The laughter came from this room, Thropsus?’

‘I thought so. First the laughter, and then . . . then a kind of rattling noise, and a banging, or a thud, not very loud.’

I looked at Eco, who pursed his lips ambivalently and shrugged. He, too, seated in the atrium, had heard something from the back of the house, but the sound had been indistinct.

‘Was it Zoticus laughing?’ I asked.

‘I suppose so,’ said Thropsus dubiously.

‘Come now, was it Zoticus or not? Surely you’re familiar with his laughter – you were both laughing when you came in from the street a while ago.’

‘It didn’t sound like Zoticus, but I suppose it must have been, unless there’s someone else in the house.’

‘There’s no one,’ said Lucius. ‘I’m certain of that.’

‘Someone could have come in,’ I said, stepping towards the open shutters. ‘Curious – this latch seems to have snapped. Was it broken before?’

‘I don’t think so,’ said Lucius.

‘What’s outside the window?’

‘A small garden.’

‘And what surrounds the garden?’

‘The house, on three sides, and a wall on the other.’

‘And on the other side of the wall?’

‘The street. Oh dear, I see what you mean. Yes, I suppose someone young and ague enough could have scaled the wall and broken into the house.’

‘Could the same wall be scaled from this side as well?’

‘I suppose.’

‘Even by a man with a bag fall of silver over his shoulder?’

‘Gordianus, you don’t think that Zoticus – ’

‘I hope not, for his sake, but stranger things have happened when a slave is given a small taste of freedom, the experience of spending a few coins, and a little too much wine.’

‘Merciful Fortune,’ breathed Lucius. ‘The silver!’ He walked to the chest and reached out as if to touch phantom vessels where the silver had vanished. ‘The ewer, the jewellery, the cups – all gone!’

‘There’s no sign of a weapon,’ I said, looking about the room. ‘Perhaps one of the missing pieces was used to strike that blow to Stephanos’ head. Something with a rather straight, hard edge, by the look of the wound. Perhaps the plate . . .’

‘What a horrid idea! Poor Stephanos.’ Lucius rested his hands on the lid of the chest and suddenly drew back with a gasp of horror. He held up his hand and I saw that the palm was smeared with blood.

‘Where did that come from?’ I said.

‘The cloth atop the chest. It’s hard to see in this light, the cloth being red, but there’s a spot that’s wet with blood.’

‘Here, it’s been pushed all askew. Let’s put it as it was before.’ We straightened the cloth and discovered that the bloody spot was right above the edge of the top of the chest.

‘As if he hit his forehead on the hard wood,’ said Lucius.

‘Yes, as if he fell – or was pushed,’ I said.

Thropsus cleared his throat. ‘Master, should I go and look for Zoticus now?’

Lucius raised an eyebrow. ‘We shall look for him together.’

A quick search of the slaves’ quarters revealed that Zoticus was not in the house. We returned to the pilfered treasure room.

‘Should I go and search for Zoticus in the streets, Master?’ The quaver in Thropsus’ voice indicated that he was well aware of the delicacy of his position. If Zoticus had committed murder and theft, was it not likely that his friend Thropsus had been a partner in the scheme? Even if Thropsus was entirely innocent, the testimony of slaves is by law extracted through torture; if the silver was not retrieved and the matter resolved quickly, Thropsus was likely to face an ugly predicament. My friend Lucius has a good heart, but he comes from a very old patrician family after all, and the patricians of Rome didn’t get to be where they are today by being altruistic or squeamish, especially in handling their property, human or otherwise.

Lucius dismissed Thropsus to his quarters and then turned to me. ‘Gordianus, what shall I do?’ He moaned, at that moment not sounding very patrician at all.

‘Keep Thropsus here, of course. Out on his own he might panic and get some mad idea about running off, and that always ends badly for a slave. Besides,’ I added under my breath, ‘he just might be guilty of conspiring to steal your silver. I also suggest you hire some gladiators, if you can find any who are sober, to go to round up Zoticus, if they can find him.’

‘And if he hasn’t got the silver on him?’

‘Then it’s up to you to decide how to go about obtaining the truth from him.’

‘What if he protests his innocence?’

‘I suppose it’s possible that some outsider might have come over the wall and stolen your silver. Another of your slaves, perhaps, or someone from the Street of the Silversmiths who would have known about your recent purchases. But find Zoticus first and find out what he knows.’

Eco, who had been looking pensive for some time, suddenly demanded my attention. He pointed at the corpse of Stephanos and then performed a mime, smiling stupidly and pretending to laugh.

Lucius was taken aback. ‘Really, there’s nothing funny about it!’

‘No, Lucius, you misunderstand. Are you saying, Eco, that it was Stephanos whom you heard laughing?’

Eco nodded, in such a way as to indicate that he had been debating his judgment of the matter and had finally made up his mind about it.

‘Stephanos, laughing?’ said Lucius, in the same tone he might have used if Eco had indicated that he had seen Stephanos breathing fire or juggling his eyeballs.

‘He did seem a rather dour fellow,’ I agreed, giving Eco a sceptical look. ‘And if it was Stephanos who laughed, then why didn’t Thropsus say so?’

‘Probably because he had never heard Stephanos laugh before,’ said Lucius. ‘I don’t think I ever heard such a thing myself.’ He looked down at the corpse with a puzzled expression. ‘Are you sure it was Stephanos you heard laughing, Eco?’

Eco crossed his arms and nodded gravely. He had made up his mind.

‘Ah well, perhaps we’ll never know for sure,’ I said, walking towards the door.

‘You’re not staying to help me, Gordianus?’

‘Alas, Lucius Claudius, I must take my leave for now. There’s a dinner to be prepared, and a concubine to be served.’

 

Eco and I managed to get home relatively unscathed. A group of giggling prostitutes impeded our progress for a while by dancing in a ring around us, another King Numa carried aloft in a litter poured a cup of wine over my head, and a drunken gladiator vomited on one of Eco’s shoes, but the trip from the Palatine to the Subura was otherwise uneventful.

The fare we prepared for dinner was very simple, as suited my talents. Even so, Bethesda seemed barely able to keep out of the kitchen. Every so often she peered through the doorway wearing a sceptical frown and shaking her head, as if the very way I held a knife betrayed my utter incompetence in culinary matters.

At last, as the winter sun was beginning to sink into the west, Eco and I emerged from the kitchen to find Bethesda and Belbo comfortably ensconced on the dining couches normally reserved for ourselves. Eco pulled up the little dining tables while I fetched the various courses – a lentil soup, a millet porridge with ground lamb, an egg pudding with honey and pine nuts.

Belbo seemed content with his meal, but then Belbo enjoys every meal, so long as there’s enough of it; he smacked his lips, ate with his fingers, and laughed out loud at the novelty of sending his young master Eco to fetch more wine, accepting the tradition of reversing roles as a lark. Bethesda, on the other hand, approached each dish with an air of cool detachment. As always, her typically aloof demeanour masked the true depth of what was going on inside her, which I suspected was as complex and subtle as the most exquisite ragout. Partly she was sceptical of my cooking, partly she enjoyed the novelty of being served and the pretence of being a Roman matron, and partly she wished to hide any outward sign of her enjoyment because, ah well, because Bethesda is Bethesda.

She did, however, deign to compliment me on the egg pudding, for which I took a bow.

‘And how was your day, Master?’ she asked casually, settling back on the couch. I stood close by, my arms clasped deferentially behind my back. In her imagination, was I reduced to a slave – or worse, to a husband?

I recounted to her the day’s events, as slaves are often called upon to do by their masters at the end of the day. Bethesda listened abstractedly, running her hands through her luxurious black hair and tapping at her fall red lips. When I described my encounter with Cicero, her dark eyes flashed, for she has always been suspicious of any man who has a greater appetite for books than for women or food; when I told her I had called on Lucius Claudius she smiled, for she knows how susceptible he is to her beauty; when I told her of Stephanos’ demise and the disappearance of the silver, she became deeply pensive. She leaned forward to rest her chin on her hand, and it suddenly occurred to me that she was very dangerously close to performing a parody of me.

After I had explained the unfortunate events, she asked me to explain them again, then called on Eco, who had been performing some childish hand-slapping game with Belbo, to come over and clarify some aspects of the story. Again, as he had at Lucius’ house, he insisted that it was Stephanos whom he had heard laughing.

‘Master,’ said Bethesda thoughtfully, ‘will this slave Thropsus be tortured?’

‘Possibly.’ I sighed. ‘If Lucius is unable to recover the silver, he may lose his head – Lucius, I mean, though Thropsus could eventually lose his head as well, literally.’

‘And if Zoticus is found, without the silver, protesting his innocence?’

‘He will almost certainly be tortured,’ I said. ‘Lucius would lose face with his family and his colleagues if he were to allow himself to be duped by a slave.’

‘Duped by a slave,’ murmured Bethesda thoughtfully, nodding. Then she shook her head and put on her most imperious expression. ‘Master, you were there! How could you not have seen the truth?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You were drinking the wine of Lucius Claudius straight, weren’t you? It must have addled your judgment.’

Many liberties are allowed to slaves during Saturnalia, but this was too much! ‘Bethesda! I demand – ’

‘We must go to the house of Lucius Claudius at once!’ Bethesda sprang to her feet and ran to fetch herself a cloak. Eco looked at me for direction. I shrugged. ‘Fetch your cloak, Eco, and mine as well; the night may be chilly. You might as well come along, too, Belbo, if you can manage to lift yourself off that couch. The streets will be wild tonight.’

 

I will not recount the madness of crossing Rome on Saturnalia night. Suffice to say that on certain stretches of the journey I was very glad to have Belbo with us; his hulking presence alone was usually enough to clear a way through the raucous throng. When we at last rapped upon Lucius’ door, it was once again answered by the master of the house.

‘Gordianus! Oh, I’m glad to see you. This day only becomes worse and worse. Oh, and Eco, and Belbo – and Bethesda!’ His voice broke a little as he said her name and his eyes widened. He blushed, if it was possible for his florid face to turn a brighter red.

He led us through the garden. The statue of Minerva gazed down upon us, her wise countenance a study in moonlight and shadow. Lucius led us into a sumptuously appointed room just off the garden, heated by a flaming brazier. ‘I took your advice,’ he said. ‘I hired men to search for Zoticus. They found him quickly enough, as drunk as a satyr and gambling in the street outside a brothel in the Subura – trying to win enough to go inside, he says.’

‘And the silver?’

‘No sign of it. Zoticus swears that he never saw the silver or even knew that it existed. He says he slipped out the back of the house, through a window in the slaves’ quarters. He says that Thropsus was boring him and he wanted to go out alone.’

‘Do you believe him?’

Lucius clutched his head. ‘Oh, I don’t know what to believe. All I know is that Zoticus and Thropsus came in, Zoticus slipped out, and at some point in between Stephanos was killed and the silver was taken. I just want the silver back! My cousins came calling today, and I had nothing to give them. Of course I didn’t want to explain the situation; I told them my presents were late and I’d come to see them tomorrow. Gordianus, I don’t want to torture the young men, but what else can I do?’

‘You can take me to the room where you kept the silver,’ said Bethesda, stepping forward and slipping off her cloak, which she tossed onto a nearby chair. Her cascade of black hair glittered with flashes of deep blue and purple in the light of the flaming brazier. Her face was impassive and her eyes were steadily fixed on Lucius Claudius, who blinked under her gaze. I quailed a bit myself, looking at her in the firelight, for while she wore her hair down, like a slave, and was dressed in a simple slave woman’s gown, her face had the same compelling majesty as the brazen face of the goddess in the garden.

Bethesda kept her gaze on Lucius, who reached up to dab a bead of sweat from his forehead. The brazier was hot, but not that hot. ‘Of course,’ he said, ‘though there’s nothing to see now. I had the body of Stephanos removed to another room . . .’ His voice trailed off as he turned and led the way to the back of the house, taking a lamp from a sconce on the wall to light the way.

Under the lamp’s flickering light, the room seemed very empty and slightly eerie. The shutters were closed and the bloodstained cloth had been removed from atop the chest.

‘Which shutters were open when you found Stephanos dead?’ said Bethesda.

‘Th-these,’ said Lucius with a slight stutter. At his touch they parted. ‘The latch seems to be broken,’ he explained, trying to push them shut again.

‘Broken, because the shutters were not opened by the latch, but forced,’ said Bethesda.

‘Yes, we figured that out this morning,’ he said. ‘They must have been pushed open from outside. Some outsider forced his way in – ’

‘I think not,’ said Bethesda. ‘What if one were to seize the top of the shutters and pull them open, like so.’ At another window she wrenched the shutters open, breaking the little latch at the middle.

‘But why would anyone do that?’ asked Lucius.

I parted my lips and drew in a breath, beginning to see what Bethesda had in mind. I almost spoke, but caught myself. The idea was hers, after all. I would let her reveal it.

‘The slave Thropsus said he heard first laughter, then a rattling noise, then a banging. The laughter, according to Eco, came from Stephanos.’

Lucius shook his head. ‘That’s hard to imagine.’

‘Because you never heard Stephanos laugh? I can tell you why: because he laughed only behind your back. Ask some of the slaves who have been here longer than Thropsus, and see what they tell you.’

‘How can you know this?’ protested Lucius.

‘The man ran your household, did he not? He was your chief slave here in Rome. Believe me, from time to time he laughed at you behind your back.’ Lucius seemed taken aback at such an idea, but Bethesda was not to be argued with. ‘As for the rattling Thropsus heard, you heard the same noise just now, when I wrenched open those shutters. Then Thropsus heard a banging, a thud – that was the sound of Stephanos’s head striking the hard edge of the chest.’ She winced. ‘Then he fell to the ground, here I should think, clutching his chest and bleeding from his head.’ She pointed to the very spot where we had found Stephanos. ‘But the most significant sound was the one that no one heard – the clanging of silver, which would surely have made a considerable noise if anyone had hurriedly stuffed all the vessels into a bag and then run off with it.’

‘But what does all this mean?’ said Lucius.

‘It means that your wooden-faced slave, whom you believed to have no sense of humour, had his own way of celebrating Saturnalia this year. Stephanos pulled a little joke on you in secret – then laughed out loud at his own impertinence. But he laughed too hard. Stephanos was very old, wasn’t he? Old slaves have weak hearts. When their hearts fail, they are likely to fall and reach for anything to support them.’ She seized the top of the shutters and jerked them open. ‘These were a poor support. He fell and struck his head, and then kept falling to the floor. Was it the blow to his head that killed him, or his heart? Who can say?’

‘But the silver!’ demanded Lucius. ‘Where is it?’

‘Where Stephanos carefully and silently hid it away, thinking to give his master a fright.’

I held my breath as Bethesda opened the lid of the chest; what if she were wrong? But there inside, nestled atop some embroidered coverlets, glittering beneath the lamplight, were all the vessels and necklaces and bangles which Lucius had shown us that morning.

Lucius gasped and looked as if he might faint from relief. ‘But I still can’t believe it,’ he finally said. ‘Stephanos never pulled such a prank before!’

‘Oh, did he not?’ said Bethesda. ‘Slaves pull such jokes all the time, Lucius Claudius. The point of such pranks is not that their masters should find out and feel foolish, for then the impertinent slave would be punished. No, the point is that the master should never even realize that he’s been made the butt of a joke. Stephanos was probably planning to be out in the street enjoying himself when you found the silver missing. He would have let you rush about in a panic for a while, then he would have come home, and when you frantically told him the silver was missing, he would have shown it to you in the trunk.’

‘But I would have been furious.’

‘All the better to amuse Stephanos. For when you asked him why he had put the silver there, he would have said that you told him to and that he was only following your orders.’

‘But I never gave him such instructions!’

‘ “Ah, but you did, Master,” he would have said, shaking his head at your absent-mindedness, and with his stern, humourless expression, you would have had no choice but to believe him. Think back, Lucius Claudius, and I suspect that you may remember other occasions when you found yourself in a fix and Stephanos was constrained to point out that it was due to your own forgetfulness.’

‘Well, now that you mention it . . .’ said Lucius, looking distinctly uncomfortable.

‘And all the while Stephanos was having a laugh at you behind your back,’ said Bethesda.

I shook my head. ‘I should have seen the truth when I was here earlier,’ I said ruefully.

‘Nonsense,’ said Bethesda. ‘You are wise in the ways of the world, Master, but you can never know the secret workings of a slave’s mind, for you have never been one.’ She shrugged. ‘When you told me the story, I saw the truth at once. I did not have to know Stephanos to know how his mind worked; there is a way of looking at the world common to all slaves, I think.’

I nodded and then stiffened a bit. ‘Does this mean that sometimes, when I can’t find something, or when I distinctly remember giving you an order but you convince me that it slipped my mind . . .’

Bethesda smiled ever so slightly, as the goddess of wisdom might smile when contemplating a secret joke too rich for mere mortals.

 

Later that night we joined the throng in the Forum, holding up our wax tapers so that the great public squares and the looming facades of the temples were illuminated by thousands and thousands of flickering lights. Lucius came with us, and joined in the joyful chanting of ‘Yo, yo, Saturnalia!’ which echoed and boomed about the Forum. From the giddy smile on his face, I could see that he had regained his good humour. Bethesda smiled, too, and why not? On her wrist, glittering like a circle of liquid fire beneath the flicker of her taper, was a bracelet of silver and ebony, the Saturnalia gift of a grateful admirer.




KING BEE AND HONEY

 



 

‘Gordianus! And Eco! How was your journey?’

‘I’ll tell you as soon as I get off this horse and discover whether I still have two legs.’

Lucius Claudius let out a good-natured laugh. ‘Why, the ride from Rome is only a few hours! And a fine paved road all the way. And glorious weather!’

That was true enough. It was a day in late Aprilis, one of those golden spring days that one might wish could last forever. Sol himself seemed to think so; the sun stood still in the sky, as if enraptured by the beauty of the earth below and unwilling to move on.

And the earth was indeed beautiful, especially this little corner of it, tucked amid the rolling Etruscan countryside north of Rome. The hills were studded with oaks and spangled with yellow and purple flowers. Here in the valley, groves of olive trees shimmered silver and green in the faint breeze. The orchards of fig trees and lime trees were in fall leaf. Bees hummed and flitted among the long rows of grape leaves. There was bird song on the air, mingled with a tune being sung by a group of slaves striding through a nearby field and swinging their scythes in unison. I breathed deeply the sweet odour of tall grass drying in the sun. Even my good friend Lucius looked unusually robust, like a plump-cheeked Silenus with frizzled red hair; all he needed to complete the image was a pitcher of wine and a few attendant wood nymphs.

I slipped off my horse and discovered I still had legs after all. Eco sprang from his mount and leaped into the air. Oh, to be a fourteen-year-old boy, and never to know a stiff muscle! A slave led our horses towards the stable.

Lucius gave me a hearty slap across the shoulders and walked me towards the villa. Eco ran in circles around us, like an excited pup. It was a charming house, low and rambling with many windows, their shutters all thrown open to let in the sunlight and fresh air. I thought of houses in the city, all narrow and crammed together and windowless for fear of robbers climbing in from the street. Here, even the house seemed to have sighed with relief and allowed itself to relax.

‘You see, I told you,’ said Lucius. ‘Look at that smile on your face! The last time I saw you in the city, you looked like a man wearing shoes too small for his feet. I knew this was what you needed – an escape to the countryside for a few days. It always works for me. When all the politicking and litigation in the Forum becomes too much, I flee to my farm. You’ll see. A few days and you’ll be a reborn man. And Eco will have a splendid time, climbing the hills, swimming in the stream. But you didn’t bring Bethesda?’

‘No. She – ’ I began to say she refused to come, which was the exact truth, but I feared that my highborn friend would smirk at the idea of a slave refusing to accompany her master on a trip. ‘Bethesda is a creature of the city, you know. Hardly suited for the countryside, so I left her at home, with Belbo to look after her. She’d have been useless to me here.’

‘Oh, I see.’ Lucius nodded. ‘She refused to come?’

‘Well. . .’ I began to shake my head, then gave it up and laughed out loud. Of what use were citified pretensions here, where Sol stood still and cast his golden light over a perfect world? Lucius was right. Best to leave such nonsense back in Rome. On an impulse I reached for Eco, and when he made a game of slipping from my grasp I gave chase. The two of us ran in circles around Lucius Claudius, who threw back his head and laughed.

 

That night we dined on asparagus and goose liver, followed by mushrooms sautéed in goose fat and a guinea hen in a honey-vinegar sauce sprinkled with pine nuts. The fare was simply but superbly prepared. I praised the meal so profusely that Lucius called in the cook to take a bow.

I was surprised to see that the cook was a woman, and still in her twenties. Her dark hair was pulled back in a tight bun, no doubt to keep it out of her way in the kitchen. Her plump cheeks were all the plumper for the beaming smile on her face; she appreciated praise. Her face was pleasant, if not beautiful, and her figure, even in her loose clothing, appeared to be quite voluptuous.

‘Davia started as an assistant to my head cook at my house in Rome,’ Lucius explained. ‘She helped him shop, measured out ingredients, that sort of thing. But when he fell ill last winter and she had to take his place, she showed such a knack that I decided to give her the run of the kitchen here at the farm. So you approve, Gordianus?’

‘Indeed. Everything was splendid, Davia.’

Eco added his praise but his applause was interrupted by a profound yawn. Too much good food and fresh air, he explained, gesturing to the table and sucking in a deep breath. He excused himself and went straight to bed.

Lucius and I took chairs down to the stream and sipped his finest vintage while we listened to the gurgling of the water and the chirring of the crickets and watched thin clouds pass like shredded veils across the face of the moon.

‘Ten days of this, and I think I might forget the way back to Rome.’

‘Ah, but not the way back to Bethesda, I’ll wager,’ said Lucius. ‘I was hoping to see her. She’s a city flower, yes, but put her in the country and she might put out some fresh blossoms that would surprise you. Ah well, it will be just us three fellows, then.’

‘No other guests?’

‘No, no, no! I specifically waited until I had no pending social obligations, so that we should have the place all to ourselves.’ He smiled at me under the moonlight, then turned down his lips in a mock frown. ‘It’s not what you’re thinking, Gordianus.’

‘And what am I thinking?’

‘That for all his homely virtues, your friend Lucius Claudius is still a patrician and subject to the snobbery of his class; that I chose a time to invite you here when there’d be no one else around so as to avoid having you seen by my more elevated friends. But that’s not the point at all. I wanted you to have the place to yourself so that you wouldn’t have to put up with them! Oh, if you only knew the sort of people I’m talking about.’

I smiled at his discomfort. ‘My work does occasionally bring me into contact with the highborn and wealthy, you know.’

‘Ah, but it’s a different matter, socializing with them. I won’t even mention my own family, though they’re the worst. Oh, there are the fortune-hunters, the ones on the fringes of society who think they can scrape and claw their way to respectability like a ferret. And the grandpas, the boring, self-important old farts who never let anyone forget that some ancestor of theirs served two terms as consul or sacked a Greek temple or slaughtered a shipload of Carthaginians back in the golden age. And the crackpots who claim they’re descended from Hercules or Venus – more likely Medusa, judging from their table manners. And the too rich, spoiled young men who can’t think of anything but gambling and horse racing, and the too pretty girls who can’t think of anything but new gowns and jewels, and the parents who can’t think of anything but matching up the boys and girls so that they can breed more of the same.

‘You see, Gordianus, you meet these people at their worst, when there’s been a dreadful murder or some other crime, and they’re all anxious and confused and need your help, but I see them at their best, when they’re preening themselves like African birds and oozing charm all over each other like honey, and believe me, at their best they’re a thousand times worse! Oh, you can’t imagine some of the dreadful gatherings I’ve had to put up with here at the villa. No, no, nothing like that for the next ten days. This shall be a respite for you and me alike – for you from the city, and for me from my so-called circle of friends.’

But it was not to be.

 

The next three days were like a foretaste of Elysium. Eco explored every corner of the farm, as fascinated by butterflies and ant beds as he was by the arcane mechanics of the olive oil press and the wine press. He had always been a city boy – he was an abandoned child of the streets before I adopted him – but it was clear he could develop a taste for the country.

As for me, I treated myself to Davia’s cooking at least three times a day, toured the farm with Lucius and his foreman, and spent restful hours lying in the shade of the willows along the stream, scrolling through trashy Greek novels from Lucius’ small library. The plots all seemed to be the same – humble boy meets noble girl, girl is abducted by pirates/giants/soldiers, boy rescues girl and turns out to be of noble birth himself – but such nonsense seemed to fit my mood perfectly. I allowed myself to become pampered and relaxed and thoroughly lazy in body, mind and spirit, and I enjoyed every moment.

Then came the fourth day, and the visitors.

They arrived just as twilight was falling, in an open travelling coach drawn by four white horses and followed by a small retinue of slaves. She was dressed in green and wore her auburn curls pinned in the peculiar upright fan shape that happened to be stylish in the city that spring; it made a suitable frame for the striking beauty of her face. He wore a dark blue tunic that was sleeveless and cut above the knees to show off his athletic arms and legs, and an oddly trimmed little beard that seemed designed to flout convention. They looked to be about my age, midway between thirty and forty.

I happened to be walking back to the villa from the stream. Lucius stepped out of the house to greet me, looked past me and saw the new arrivals.

‘Numa’s balls!’ he exclaimed under his breath, borrowing my own favourite epithet.

‘Friends of yours?’ I said.

‘Yes!’ He could not have sounded more dismayed if he was being paid a visit by Hannibal’s ghost.

 

He, it turned out, was a fellow named Titus Didius. She was Antonia, his second wife. (They had both divorced their first spouses in order to marry each other, generating enormous scandal and no small amount of envy among their unhappily married peers.) According to Lucius, who took me aside while the couple settled into the room next to mine, they drank like fish, fought like jackals, and stole like magpies. (I noticed that the slaves discreetly put away the costliest wines, the best silver, and the most fragile Arretine vases shortly after they arrived.)

‘It seems they were planning to spend a few days up at my cousin Manius’ place,’ explained Lucius, ‘but when they arrived, no one was there. Well, I know what happened – Manius went down to Rome just to avoid them.’

‘Surely not.’

‘Surely yes. I wonder that they didn’t pass him on the way! So now they’ve come here, asking to stay a while. “Just a day or two, before we head back to the city. We were so looking forward to some time in the country. You will be a dear, won’t you, Lucius, and let us stay, just for a bit?” More likely ten days than two!’

I shrugged. ‘They don’t look so awful to me.’

‘Oh, wait. Just wait.’

‘Well, if they’re really as terrible as that, why don’t you let them stay the night and then turn them away?’

‘Turn them away?’ He repeated the phrase as if I’d stopped speaking Latin. ‘Turn them away? You mean, send away Titus Didius, old Marcus Didius’ boy? Refuse my hospitality to Antonia? But Gordianus, I’ve known these people since I was a child. I mean, to avoid them, like cousin Manius has done, well, that’s one thing. But to say to them, to their faces – ’

‘Never mind. I understand,’ I said, though I didn’t, really.

 

Whatever their faults, the couple had one overriding virtue: they were charming. So charming, indeed, that on that first night, dining in their company, I began to think that Lucius was wildly exaggerating. Certainly they showed none of the characteristic snobbishness of their class towards Eco and me. Titus wanted to hear all about my travels and my work for advocates like Cicero. (‘Is it true,’ he asked, leaning towards me earnestly, ‘that he’s a eunuch?’) Eco was obviously fascinated by Antonia, who was even more remarkably beautiful by lamplight. She made a game of flirting with him, but she did so with a natural grace that was neither condescending nor mean. They were both witty, vibrant and urbane, and their sense of humour was only slightly, charmingly, vulgar.

They also appreciated good cooking. Just as I had done after my first meal at the villa, they insisted on complimenting the cook. When Davia appeared, Titus’s face lit up with surprise, and not just at the fact that the cook was a young woman. When Lucius opened his mouth to introduce her, Titus snatched the name from his lips. ‘Davia!’ he said. The word left a smile on his face.

A look of displeasure flashed in Antonia’s eyes.

Lucius looked back and forth between Davia and Titus, speechless for a moment. ‘Then you . . . already know Davia?’

‘Why, of course. We met once before, at your house in the city. Davia wasn’t the cook, though. Only a helper in the kitchen, as I recall.’

‘When was this?’ asked Antonia, smiling sweetly.

Titus shrugged. ‘Last year? The year before? At one of Lucius’s dinner parties, I suppose. An odd thing – you weren’t there, as I recall. Something kept you home that night, my dear. A headache, perhaps . . .’ He gave his wife a commiserating smile, and then looked back at Davia with another kind of smile.

‘And how is it that you happened to meet the cook’s helper?’ Antonia’s voice took on a slight edge.

‘Oh, I think I must have gone into the kitchen to ask a favour of the cook, or something like that. And then I . . . well, I met Davia. Didn’t I, Davia?’

‘Yes.’ Davia looked at the floor. Though it was hard to tell by the lamplight, it seemed to me that she was blushing.

‘Well,’ said Titus, clapping his hands together, ‘you have become a splendid cook, Davia! Entirely worthy of your master’s famously high standards. About that we’re all agreed, yes? Gordianus, Eco, Lucius . . . Antonia?’

Everyone nodded in unison, some more enthusiastically than others. Davia muttered her thanks and disappeared back into the kitchen.

 

Lucius’s new guests were tired from travelling. Eco and I had enjoyed a long, fall day. Everyone turned in early.

The night was warm. Windows and doors were left open to take advantage of the slight breeze. There was a great stillness on the earth, of a sort that one never experiences in the city. As I began to drift into the arms of Morpheus, in the utter quiet I thought I could hear the distant, dreamy rustling of the sheep in their pen, the hushed sighing of the high grass far away by the road, and even a hint of the stream’s gentle gurgling. Eco, with whom I shared the room, began to snore very gently.

Then the fighting began.

At first I could hear only voices from the next room, not words. But after a while they started shouting. Her voice was higher and carried better than his.

‘You filthy adulterer! Bad enough that you take advantage of the girls in our own household, but picking off another man’s slaves – ’

Titus shouted something, presumably in his defence.

She was not impressed. ‘Oh, you filthy liar! You can’t fool me. I saw the way you looked at her tonight. And don’t you dare try to bring up that business about me and the pearl-diver at Andros. That was all in your own drunken imagination!’

Titus shouted again. Antonia shouted. This went on for quite some time. There was a sound of breaking pottery. Silence for a while, and then the shouting resumed.

I groaned and pulled the coverlet over my head. After a while I realized that the shouting had stopped. I rolled onto my side, thinking I might finally be able to sleep, and noticed that Eco was standing on his knees on his sleeping couch, his ear pressed against the wall between our room and theirs.

‘Eco, what in Hades are you doing?’

He kept his ear to the wall and waved at me to be quiet.

‘They’re not fighting again, are they?’

He turned and shook his head.

‘What is it, then?’

The moonlight showed a crooked smile on his face. He pumped his eyebrows up and down like a leering street mime, made a circle with the fingers of one hand and a pointer with the opposite forefinger, and performed a gesture all the street mimes know.

‘Oh! I see. Well, stop listening like that. It’s rude.’ I rolled to my other side and pulled the coverlet over my head.

I must have slept for quite some time before the moonlight, travelling from Eco’s side of the room to mine, struck my face and woke me. I sighed and rearranged the coverlet and saw that Eco was still up on his knees, his ear pressed fervently against the wall.

The two of them must have been at it all night long!

 

For the next two days Lucius Claudius repeatedly drew me aside to fret over the intrusion on my holiday, but Eco went about his simple pleasures, I still found time to read alone down by the stream, and to the extent that Titus and Antonia intruded on us, they were in equal measure irritating and amusing. No one could be more delightful than Titus at dinner, at least until the cup of wine that was one cup too many, after which his jokes became a little too vulgar and his jabs a little too sharp. And no one could be more sweetly alluring over a table of roasted pig than Antonia, until something happened to rub her the wrong way. She had a look which could send a hot spike through a man as surely as the beast on the table had been spitted and put on to roast.

I had never met a couple quite like them. I began to see how none of their friends could refuse them anything. I also began to see how they drove those same friends to distraction with their sudden fits of temper and their all-consuming passion for each other, which ran hot and cold, and could scald or chill any outsider who happened to come too close.

On the third day of their visit, Lucius announced that he had come up with something special that we could all do together.

‘Have you ever seen honey collected from a hive, Eco? No, I thought not. And you, Gordianus? No? What about you two?’

‘Why, no, actually,’ said Antonia. She and her husband had slept until noon and were just joining the rest of us down by the stream for our midday meal.

‘Does that water have to gurgle so loud?’ Titus rubbed his temples. ‘Did you say something about bees, Lucius? I seem to have a swarm of them buzzing in my head this morning.’

‘It is no longer morning, Titus, and the bees are not in your head but in a glen downstream a bit,’ said Lucius in a chiding tone.

Antonia wrinkled her brow. ‘How does one collect the honey? I suppose I’ve never given it much thought – I just enjoy eating it!’

‘Oh, it’s quite a science,’ said Lucius. ‘I have a slave named Ursus whom I bought specifically for his knowledge of beekeeping. He builds the hives out of hollowed strips of bark, tied up with vines and then covered with mud and leaves. He keeps away pests, makes sure the meadow has the right kind of flowers, and collects the honey twice a year. Now that the Pleiades have risen in the night sky, he says it’s time for the spring harvest.’

‘Where does honey come from? I mean, where do the bees get it?’ said Antonia. Puzzlement gave her face a deceptively vulnerable charm.

‘Who cares?’ said Titus, taking her hand and kissing her palm. ‘You are my honey!’

‘Oh, and you are my king bee!’ They kissed. Eco made a face. Confronted with actual kissing, his adolescent prurience turned to squeamishness.

‘Where does honey come from?’ I said. ‘And do bees really have kings?’

‘Well, I shall tell you,’ said Lucius. ‘Honey falls from the sky, of course, like dew. So Ursus says, and he should know. The bees gather it up and concentrate it until it becomes all gooey and thick. To have a place to put it, they gather tree sap and the wax from certain plants to build their combs inside the hives. And do they have kings? Oh, yes! They will gladly give their lives to protect him. Sometimes two different swarms go to war. The kings hang back, plotting the strategy, and the clash can be terrific – acts of heroism and sacrifice to rival the Iliad!’

‘And when they’re not at war?’ said Antonia.

‘A hive is like a bustling city. Some go out to work in the fields, collecting the honey-dew, some work indoors, constructing and maintaining the combs, and the kings lay down laws for the common good. They say Jupiter granted the bees the wisdom to govern themselves as repayment for saving his life. When baby Jupiter was hidden in a cave to save him from his father Saturn, the bees sustained him with honey.’

‘You make them sound almost superior to humans,’ said Titus, laughing and tracing kisses on Antonia’s wrist.

‘Oh, hardly. They’re still ruled by kings, after all, and haven’t advanced to having a republic, like ourselves,’ explained Lucius earnestly, not realizing that he was being teased. ‘So, who wants to go and see the honey collected?’

‘I shouldn’t want to get stung,’ said Antonia cautiously.

‘Oh, there’s little danger of that. Ursus sedates the bees with smoke. It makes them dull and drowsy. And we’ll stand well out of the way.’

Eco nodded enthusiastically.

‘I suppose it would be interesting . . .’ said Antonia.

‘Not for me,’ said Titus, lying back on the grassy bank and rubbing his temples.

‘Oh, Titus, don’t be a dull, drowsy king bee,’ said Antonia, poking at him and pouting. ‘Come along.’

‘No.’

‘Titus . . .’ There was a hint of menace in Antonia’s voice.

Lucius flinched in anticipation of a row. He cleared his throat. ‘Yes, Titus, come along. The walk will do you good. Get your blood pumping.’

‘No. My mind’s made up.’

Antonia flashed a brittle smile. ‘Very well, then, have it your way. You will miss the fun, and so much the worse for you. Shall we get started, Lucius?’

 

‘The natural enemies of the bee are the lizard, the woodpecker, the spider and the moth,’ droned the slave Ursus, walking beside Eco at the head of our little procession. ‘Those creatures are all jealous of the honey, you see, and will do great damage to the hives to get at it.’ Ursus was a big, stout man of middle years with a lumbering gait, hairy all over to judge from the thatches that showed at the openings of his long-sleeved tunic. Several other slaves followed behind us on the path that ran along the stream, carrying the embers and hay torches that would be used to make the smoke.

‘There are plants which are enemies of the bees as well,’ Ursus went on. ‘The yew tree, for example. You never put a hive close to a yew tree, because the bees will sicken and the honey will turn bitter and runny. But they thrive close to olive trees and willows. For gathering their honey-dew they like red and purple flowers; blood-red hyacinth is their favourite. If there’s thyme close by, they’ll use it to give the honey a delicate flavour. They prefer to live close to a stream with shaded, mossy pools where they can drink and wash themselves. And they like peace and quiet. As you will see, Eco, the secluded place where we keep the hives has all these qualities, being close by the stream, surrounded by olives and willows, and planted with all the flowers that most delight the bees.’

I heard the bees before I saw them. Their humming joined the gurgling of the stream and grew louder as we passed through a hedge of cassia shrubs and entered a sun-dappled, flower-spangled little glen that was just as Ursus had described. There was magic to the place. Satyrs and nymphs seemed to frolic in the shadows, just out of sight. One could almost imagine the infant Jupiter lying in the soft grass, living off the honey of the bees.

The hives, ten in all, stood in a row on waist-high wooden platforms in the centre of the clearing. They were shaped like tall domes, and with their coverings of dried mud and leaves looked as if they had been put there by nature; Ursus was a master of craft as well as lore. Each hive had only a tiny break in the bark for an entrance, and through these openings the bees were busily coming and going.

A figure beneath a nearby willow caught my eyes, and for a startled instant I thought a satyr had stepped into the clearing to join us. Antonia saw it at the same instant. She let out a little gasp of surprise, then clapped her hands in delight.

‘And what is this fellow doing here?’ She laughed and stepped closer for a better look.

‘He watches over the glen,’ said Ursus. ‘The traditional guardian of the hives. Scares away honey-thieves and birds.’

It was a bronze statue of the god Priapus, grinning lustfully, with one hand on his hip and a sickle held upright in the other. He was naked and eminently, rampantly priapic. Antonia, fascinated, gave him a good looking-over and then touched his upright, grotesquely oversized phallus for luck.

My attention at that moment was drawn to Eco, who had wandered off to the other side of the glen and was stooping amid some purple flowers that grew low to the ground. I hurried to join him.

‘Be careful of those, Eco! Don’t pick any more. Go and wash your hands in the stream.’

‘What’s the matter?’ said Ursus.

‘This is Etruscan star-tongue, isn’t it?’ I said.

‘Yes.’

‘If you’re as careful about what grows here as you say, I’m surprised to see it. The plant is poisonous, isn’t it?’

‘To people, perhaps,’ said Ursus dismissively. ‘But not to bees. Sometimes when a hive takes sick it’s the only thing to cure them. You take the roots of the star-tongue, boil them with wine, let the tonic cool and set it out for the bees to drink. It gives them new life.’

‘But it might do the opposite for a man.’

‘Yes, but everyone on the farm knows to stay away from the stuff, and the animals are too smart to eat it. I doubt that the flowers are poisonous; it’s the roots that hold the bee-tonic.’

‘Well, even so, go and wash your hands in the stream,’ I said to Eco, who had followed this exchange and was looking at me expectantly. The beekeeper shrugged and went about the business of the honey harvest.

As Lucius had promised, it was fascinating to watch. While the other slaves alternately kindled and smothered the torches, producing clouds of smoke, Ursus strode fearlessly into the thick of the sedated bees. His cheeks bulged with water, which he occasionally sprayed from his lips in a fine mist if the bees began to rouse themselves. One by one he lifted up the hives and used a long knife to scoop out a portion of the honeycomb. The wafting clouds of smoke, Ursus’ slow, deliberate progress from hive to hive, the secluded magic of the place, and not least the smiling presence of the watchful Priapus gave the harvest the aura of a rustic religious procession. So men have collected the sweet labour of the bees since the beginning of time.

Only one thing occurred to jar the spell. As Ursus was lifting the very last of the hives, a flood of ghostly white moths poured out from underneath. They flitted through the smoky reek and dispersed amid the shimmering olive leaves above. From this hive Ursus would take no honey, saying that the presence of the bandit moths was an ill omen.

 

The party departed from the glen in a festive mood. Ursus cut pieces of honeycomb and handed them out. Everyone’s fingers and lips were soon sticky with honey. Even Antonia made a mess of herself.

When we reached the villa she ran ahead. ‘King bee,’ she cried, ‘I have a sweet kiss for you! And a sweet reason for you to kiss my fingertips! Your honey is covered with honey!’

What did she see when she ran into the foyer of the house? Surely it was no more than the rest of us saw, who entered only a few heartbeats after her. Titus was fully dressed, and so was Davia. Perhaps there was a fleeting look on their faces which the rest of us missed, or perhaps Antonia sensed rather than saw the thing that set off her fury.

Whatever it was, the row began then and there. Antonia stalked out of the foyer, towards her room. Titus quickly followed. Davia, blushing, hurried off towards the kitchen.

Lucius looked at me and rolled his eyes. ‘What now?’ A strand of honey, thin as spider’s silk, dangled from his plump chin.

 

The chill between Antonia and Titus showed no signs of abating at dinner. While Lucius and I made conversation about the honey harvest and Eco joined in with eloquent flourishes of his hands (his evocation of the flight of the moths was particularly vivid), Antonia and Titus ate in stony silence. They retired to their bedchamber early. That night there were no sounds of reconciliation. Titus alternately barked and whined like a dog. Antonia shrieked and wept.

Eco slept despite the noise, but I tossed and turned until at last I decided to take a walk. The moon lit my way as I stepped out of the villa, made a circuit of the stable and strolled by the slaves’ quarters. Coming around a corner, I saw two figures seated close together on a bench beside the portico that led to the kitchen. Though her hair was not in a bun but let down for the night, the moon lit up her face well enough for me to recognize Davia. By his bearish shape I knew the man who sat with one arm around her, stroking her face: Ursus. They were so intent on each other that they did not notice me. I turned and went back the way I had come, wondering if Lucius was aware that his cook and his beekeeper were lovers.

What a contrast their silent devotions made to the couple in the room next to me. When I returned to my bed, I had to cover my head with a pillow to muffle the sounds of Titus and Antonia arguing.

But the morning seemed to bring a new day. While Lucius, Eco and I ate a breakfast of bread and honey in the little garden outside Lucius’s study, Antonia came walking up from the direction of the stream, bearing a basket of flowers.

‘Antonia!’ said Lucius. ‘I should have thought you were still abed.’

‘Not at all,’ she said, beaming. ‘I was up before dawn, and on a whim I went down to the stream to pick some flowers. Aren’t they lovely? I shall have one of my girls weave them into a garland for me to wear at dinner tonight.’

‘Your beauty needs no ornament,’ said Lucius. Indeed, Antonia looked especially radiant that morning. ‘And where is – mmm, dare I call him your king bee?’

Antonia laughed. ‘Still asleep, I imagine. But I shall go and rouse him at once. This day is too beautiful to be missed! I was thinking that Titus and I might take a basket of food and some wine and spend most of the day down by the stream. Just the two of us . . .’

She raised her eyebrows. Lucius understood. ‘Ah yes, well, Gordianus and I have plenty to occupy us here at the villa. And Eco – I believe you were planning to do some exploring up on the hill today, weren’t you?’

Eco, not quite understanding, nodded nonetheless.

‘Well, then, it looks as though you and the king bee will have the stream all to yourselves,’ said Lucius.

Antonia beamed. ‘Lucius, you are so very sweet.’ She paused to kiss his blushing pate.

A little later, as we were finishing our leisurely breakfast, we saw the couple walking down towards the stream without even a slave to bear their basket and blanket. They held hands and laughed and doted on each other so lavishly that Eco became positively queasy watching them.

By some acoustical curiosity, a sharp noise from the stream could sometimes carry all the way up to the house. So it was, some time later, standing by Lucius in front of the villa while he discussed the day’s work with his foreman, that I thought I heard a shout and then a hollow crack from that direction. Lucius and the foreman, one talking while the other listened, seemed not to notice, but Eco, poking about an old wine press nearby, pricked up his ears. Eco may be mute, but his hearing is extremely sharp. The shout had come from Titus. We had both heard his raised voice too often over the last few days not to recognize it.

The spouses had not made up, after all, I thought. The two of them were at it again . . .

Then, a little later, Antonia screamed. We all heard it. It was not the familiar shriek of Antonia in a rage. It was a scream of pure panic.

She screamed again.

We ran all the way, Eco in the lead, Lucius huffing and puffing in the rear. ‘By Hercules,’ he shouted, ‘he must be killing her!’

But Antonia wasn’t dying. Titus was.

He was flat on his back on the blanket, his short tunic twisted all askew and hitched up about his hips. He stared at the leafy canopy above, his pupils hugely dilated. ‘Dizzy . . .spinning . . .’ he gasped. He coughed and wheezed and grabbed his throat, then bent forward. His hands went to his belly, clutching at cramps. His face was a deathly shade of blue.

‘What in Hades!’ exclaimed Lucius. ‘What happened to him, Antonia? Gordianus, what can we do?’

‘Can’t breathe!’ Titus said, mouthing words with no air behind them. ‘The end . . . the end of me . . . oh, it hurts!’ He grabbed at his loincloth. ‘Damn the gods!’

He pulled at his tunic, as if it constricted his chest. The foreman gave me his knife. I cut the tunic open and tore it off, leaving Titus naked except for the loose loincloth about his hips; it did no good, except to show us that his whole body was turning blue. I turned him on his side and reached into his mouth, thinking he might be choking, but that did no good either.

He kept struggling until the end, fighting to breathe. It was a horrible death to watch. At last the wheezing and clenching stopped. His limbs unfurled. The life went out of his staring eyes.

Antonia stood by, stunned and silent, her face like a petrified tragedy mask. ‘Oh, no!’ she whispered, dropping to her knees and embracing the body. She began to scream again and to sob wildly. Her agony was almost as hard to watch as Titus’s death throes, and there seemed as little to be done about it.

‘How in Hades did this happen?’ said Lucius. ‘What caused it?’

Eco and the foreman and I looked at each other dumbly.

‘Her fault!’ wailed Antonia.

‘What?’ said Lucius.

‘Your cook! That horrible woman! It’s her fault!’

Lucius looked around at the scattered remains of food. Crusts of bread, a little jar of honey, black olives, a wineskin. There was also a clay bottle, broken – that had been the hollow crack I had heard. ‘What do you mean? Are you saying Davia poisoned him?’

Antonia’s sobs caught in her throat. ‘Yes, that’s it. Yes! It was one of my own slaves who put the food in the basket, but she’s the one who prepared the food. Davia! The witch poisoned him. She poisoned everything!’

‘Oh, dear, but that means – ’ Lucius knelt. He gripped Antonia’s arms and looked into her eyes. ‘You might be poisoned as well! Antonia, do you feel any pain? Gordianus, what should we do for her?’

I looked at him blankly. I had no idea.

 

Antonia showed no symptoms. She was not poisoned, after all. But something had killed her husband, and in a most sudden and terrible fashion.

Her slaves soon came running. We left her grieving over the body and went back to the villa to confront Davia. Lucius led the way into the kitchen.

‘Davia! Do you know what’s happened?’

She looked at the floor and swallowed hard. ‘They say . . . that one of your guests has died, Master.’

‘Yes. What do you know about it?’

She looked shocked. ‘I? Nothing, Master.’

‘Nothing? They were eating food prepared by you when Titus took ill. Do you still say you know nothing about it?’

‘Master, I don’t know what you mean . . .’

‘Davia,’ I said, ‘you must tell us what was going on between you and Titus Didius.’

She stammered and looked away.

‘Davia! The man is dead. His wife accuses you. You’re in great danger. If you’re innocent, the truth could save you. Be brave! Now tell us what passed between you and Titus Didius.’

‘Nothing! I swear it, by my mother’s shade. Not that he didn’t try, and keep trying. He approached me at the master’s house in the city that night he first saw me. He tried to get me to go into an empty room with him. I wouldn’t do it. He kept trying the same thing here. Following me, cornering me. Touching me. I never encouraged him! Yesterday, while you were all down at the hives, he came after me, pulling at my clothes, pinching me, kissing me. I just kept moving away. He seemed to like that, chasing me. When you all finally came back, I almost wept with relief.’

‘He harassed you, then,’ said Lucius sadly. ‘Well, I’d believe that. My fault, I suppose; I should have told him to keep his hands off my property. But was it really so terrible that you had to poison him?’

‘No! I never – ’

‘You’ll have to torture her if you want the truth!’ Antonia stood in the doorway. Her fists were clenched, her hair dishevelled. She looked utterly distraught, like a vengeful harpy. ‘Torture her, Lucius! That’s what they do when a slave testifies in a court. It’s your right – you’re her master. It’s your duty – you were Titus’ host. I demand that you torture her until she confesses, and then put her to death!’

Davia turned as white as the moths that had flown from the hive. She fainted to the floor.

 

Antonia, mad with grief, retired to her room. Davia regained consciousness, but seemed to be in the grip of some brain-fever; she trembled wildly and would not speak.

‘Gordianus, what am I to do?’ Lucius paced back and forth in the foyer. ‘I suppose I’ll have to torture the girl if she won’t confess. But I don’t even know how to go about such a thing! None of my farm slaves would make a suitable torturer. I suppose I could consult one of my cousins . . .’

‘Talk of torture is premature,’ I said, wondering if Lucius would actually go through with such a thing. He was a gentle man in a cruel world; sometimes the world’s expectations won out over his basic nature. He might surprise me. I didn’t want to find out. ‘I think we should have another look at the body, now that we’ve calmed down a bit.’

We returned to the stream. Titus lay as we had left him, naked except for his loincloth. Someone had closed his eyes.

‘You know a lot about poisons, Gordianus,’ said Lucius. ‘What do you think?’

‘There are many poisons and many reactions. I can’t begin to guess what killed Titus. If we should find some store of poison in the kitchen, or if one of the other slaves observed Davia doing something to the food . . .’

Eco gestured to the scattered food, mimed the act of feeding a farm animal, then vividly enacted the animal’s death – an unpleasant pantomime to watch, having just witnessed an actual death.

‘Yes, we could verify the presence of poison in the food that way, at the waste of some poor beast. But if it was in the food we see here, why wasn’t Antonia poisoned as well? Eco, bring me those pieces of the clay bottle. Do you remember hearing the sound of something breaking, at about the time we heard Titus cry out?’

Eco nodded and handed me the pieces of fired clay.

‘What do you suppose was in this?’ I said.

‘Wine, I imagine. Or water,’ said Lucius.

‘But there’s a wineskin over there. And the inside of this bottle appears to be as dry as the outside. I have a hunch, Lucius. Would you summon Ursus?’

‘Ursus? But why?’

‘I have a question for him.’

The beekeeper soon came lumbering down the hill. For such a big, bearish fellow, he was very squeamish in the presence of death. He stayed well away from the body and made a face every time he looked at it.

‘I’m a city dweller, Ursus. I don’t know very much about bees. I’ve never been stung by one. But I’ve heard that a bee sting can kill a man. Is that true, Ursus?’

He looked a bit embarrassed at the idea that his beloved bees could do such a thing. ‘Well, yes, it can happen. But it’s rare. Most people get stung and it goes away soon enough. But some people . . .’

‘Have you ever seen anyone die of a bee sting, Ursus?’

‘No.’

‘But with all your lore, you must know something about it. How does it happen? How do they die?’

‘It’s their lungs that give out. They strangle to death. Can’t breathe, turn blue . . .’

Lucius looked aghast. ‘Do you think that’s it, Gordianus? That he was stung by one of my bees?’

‘Let’s have a look. The sting would leave a mark, wouldn’t it, Ursus?’

‘Oh, yes, a red swelling. And more than that, you’d find the poisoned barb. It stays behind when the bee flies off, snagged in the flesh. Just a tiny thing, but not hard to find.’

We examined Titus’ chest and limbs, rolled him over and examined his back. We combed through his hair and looked at his scalp.

‘Nothing,’ said Lucius.

‘Nothing,’ I admitted.

‘What are the chances, anyway, that a bee happened to fly by – ’

‘The bottle, Eco. When did we hear it break? Before Titus cried out, or after?’

After, gestured Eco, rolling his fingers forward. He clapped twice. Immediately after.

‘Yes, that’s how I remember it, too. A bee, a cry, a broken bottle . . .’ I pictured Antonia and Titus as I had last seen them together, hand in hand, doting on one another as they headed for the stream. ‘Two people in love, alone on a grassy bank – what might they reasonably be expected to get up to?’

‘What do you mean, Gordianus?’

‘I think we shall have to examine Titus more intimately.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I think we shall have to take off his loincloth. It’s already loosened, you see. Probably by Antonia.’

As I thought we might, we found the red, swollen bee sting in the most intimate of places.

‘Of course, to be absolutely certain, we should find the stinger and remove it. I’ll leave that task to you, Lucius. He was your friend, after all, not mine.’

Lucius located and dutifully extracted the tiny barb. ‘Funny,’ he said. ‘I thought it would be bigger.’

‘What, the stinger?’

‘No, his . . . well, the way he always bragged, I thought it must be . . . oh, never mind.’

 

Confronted with the truth, Antonia confessed. She had never meant to kill Titus, only to punish him for his pursuit of Davia.

Her early morning trip to the stream, ostensibly to gather flowers, had actually been an expedition to capture a bee. For this purpose she used the clay bottle, plugged it with a cork stopper, then hid it beneath the flowers in her basket. Later, Titus himself unwittingly carried the bee in the bottle down to the stream, hidden in the basket of food.

It was the Priapus in the glen that had given Antonia the idea. ‘I’ve always thought the god looks so . . . vulnerable . . . like that,’ she told us. If she could inflict a wound on Titus in that most vulnerable part of the male anatomy, she thought, the punishment would be not only painful and humiliating, but stingingly appropriate.

As they lazed on their blanket beside the stream, Antonia drew Titus into an amorous embrace. They cuddled and loosened their clothing. Titus became aroused, just as she planned. While he lay back, closing his eyes with a dreamy smile, Antonia reached for the clay bottle. She shook it, to agitate the bee, then unstoppered it and quickly pressed the opening against his aroused member. The sting was inflicted before Titus realized what was happening. He bolted up, cried out and knocked the bottle from her hand. It broke against the trunk of a willow tree.

Antonia was ready to flee, knowing he might explode with anger. Instead, Titus began to clutch at his chest and choke. The catastrophe that swiftly followed took her utterly by surprise. Titus was dead within moments. Antonia’s shock and grief were entirely genuine. She had meant to hurt him, but never to murder him.

But she could hardly admit what she had done. Impulsively, she chose Davia as a scapegoat. Davia was ultimately to blame anyway, she thought, for tempting her husband.

It was agreed that Lucius would not spread the whole truth of what had happened. Their circle of friends would be told that Titus had died of a bee sting, but not of Antonia’s part. His death had been unintentional, after all, not deliberate murder. Antonia’s grief was perhaps punishment enough. But her scapegoating of Davia was unforgivable. Would she have seen the lie through all the way to Davia’s torture and death? Lucius thought so. He allowed her to stay the night, then sent her packing back to Rome, along with her husband’s body, and told her never to visit or speak to him again.

Ironically, Titus might have been spared had he been a little more forthcoming or a little less amorous. Lucius later learned, in all the talk that followed Titus’s death, that Titus had once been stung by a bee as a boy and had fallen very ill. Titus had never talked about this boyhood incident to his friends or to Antonia; only his old nurse and his closest relatives knew about it. When he hung back from seeing the honey harvest, I think he did so partly because he wanted time alone to pursue Davia, but also because he was (quite reasonably) afraid to go near the hives, and unwilling to admit his fear. If he had told us then of his extreme susceptibility to bee stings, I am certain that Antonia would never have attempted her vengeful scheme.

Eco and I saw out the rest of our visit, but the days that followed Antonia’s departure were melancholy. Lucius was moody. The slaves, always superstitious about any death, were restless. Davia was still shaken, and her cooking suffered. The sun was as bright as when we arrived, the flowers as fragrant, the stream as sparkling, but the tragedy cast a pall over everything. When the day came for our departure, I was ready for the forgetful hustle and bustle of the city. And what a story I would have to tell Bethesda!

Before we left, I paid a visit to Ursus and took a last look at the hives down in the glen.

‘Have you ever been stung by a bee yourself, Ursus?’

‘Oh, yes, many times.’

‘It must hurt.’

‘It smarts.’

‘But not too terribly, I suppose. Otherwise you’d stop being a beekeeper.’

Ursus grinned. ‘Yes, bees can sting. But I always say that beekeeping is like loving a woman. You get stung every so often, but you keep coming back for more, because the honey is worth it.’

‘Oh, not always, Ursus,’ I sighed. ‘Not always.’




THE ALEXANDRIAN CAT

 



 

We were sitting in the sunshine in the atrium of Lucius Claudius’ house, discussing the latest gossip from the Forum, when a terrible yowling pierced the air.

Lucius gave a start at the noise and opened his eyes wide. The caterwauling terminated in a feline shriek, followed by a scraping, scrambling noise and then the appearance of a gigantic yellow cat racing across the roof above us. The red clay tiles offered little traction to the creature’s claws and it skittered so close to the edge that for a moment I thought it might fall right into Lucius’s lap. Lucius seemed to think so, too. He scrambled up from his chair, knocking it over as he frantically retreated to the far side of the fish pond.

The big cat was quickly followed by a smaller one, which was solid black. The little creature must have had a particularly aggressive disposition to have given chase to a rival so much larger than itself, but its careless ferocity proved to be its downfall – literally, for while its opponent managed to traverse the roof without a misstep, the black cat careered so recklessly across the tiles that at a critical turning it lost its balance. After an ear-rending cacophony of feral screeching and claws scraping madly against tiles, the black cat came plummeting feet-first into the atrium.

Lucius screamed like a child, then cursed like a man. The young slave who had been filling our wine cups came running.

‘Accursed creature!’ cried Lucius. ‘Get it away from me! Get it out of here!’

The slave was joined at once by others, who surrounded the beast. There was a standoff as the black cat flattened its ears and growled while the slaves held back, wary of its fangs and claws.

Regaining his dignity, Lucius caught his breath and straightened his tunic. He snapped his fingers and pointed at the overturned chair. One of the slaves righted it, whereupon Lucius stepped onto it. No doubt he thought to put as much distance between himself and the cat as possible, but instead he made a terrible error, for by raising himself so high he became the tallest object in the atrium.

Without warning the cat gave a sudden leap. It broke through the cordon of slaves, bounded onto the seat of Lucius’ chair, ran vertically up the length of his body, scrambled over his face onto the top of his head, then pounced onto the roof and disappeared. For a long moment Lucius stood gaping.

At last, assisted by his slaves (many of whom seemed about to burst out laughing), Lucius managed to step shakily from the chair. As he sat, a fresh cup of wine was put into his hand and he raised it to his lips unsteadily. He drained the cup and handed it back to the slave. ‘Well!’ he said. ‘Go on now, all of you. The excitement’s over.’ As the slaves departed from the atrium, I saw that Lucius was blushing, no doubt from the embarrassment of having so thoroughly lost his composure, not to mention having been got the better of by a wild beast in his own home, and in front of his slaves. The look on his chubby, florid face was so comic that I had to bite my lips to keep from grinning.

‘Cats!’ he said at last. ‘Accursed creatures! When I was a boy, you hardly saw them at all in Rome. Now they’ve taken over the city! Thousands of them, everywhere, wandering about at will, squabbling and mating as they please, and no one able to stop them. At least one still doesn’t see them much in the countryside; farmers run them off, because they frighten the other animals so badly. Weird, fierce little monsters! I think they come from Hades.’

‘Actually, I believe they came to Rome by way of Alexandria,’ I said quietly.

‘Oh?’

‘Yes. Sailors first brought them over from Egypt, or so I’ve heard. Seafarers like cats because they kill the vermin on their ships.’

‘What a choice – rats and mice, or one of those fearsome beasts with its claws and fangs! And you, Gordianus – all this time you’ve sat there as if nothing was happening! But I forget, you’re used to cats. Bethesda has a cat which she keeps as a sort of pet, doesn’t she? As if the creature were a dog!’ He made a face. ‘What does she call the thing?’

‘Bethesda always names her cats Bast. It’s what the Egyptians call their cat-god.’

‘What a peculiar people, worshipping animals as if they were gods. No wonder their government is in constant turmoil. A people who worship cats can hardly be fit to rule themselves.’

I kept silent at this bit of conventional wisdom. I might have pointed out that the cat-worshippers he so offhandedly disdained had managed to create a culture of exquisite subtlety and monumental achievements while Romulus and Remus were still suckling a she-wolf, but the day was too hot to engage in historical debate.

‘If the creature comes back, I shall have it killed,’ Lucius muttered under his breath, nervously eyeing the roof.

‘In Egypt,’ I said, ‘such an act would be considered murder, punishable by death.’

Lucius looked at me askance. ‘Surely you exaggerate! I realize that the Egyptians worship all sorts of birds and beasts, but it doesn’t prevent them from stealing their eggs or eating their flesh. Is the slaughter of a cow considered murder?’

‘Perhaps not, but the slaying of a cat most certainly is. In fact, when I was a footloose young man in Alexandria, one of my earliest investigations involved the murder of a cat.’

‘Oh, Gordianus, you must be joking! You’re not saying that you were actually hired to track down the killer of a cat, are you?’

‘It was a bit more complicated than that.’

Lucius smiled for the first time since we had been interrupted by the squabbling cats. ‘Come, Gordianus, don’t tease me,’ he said, clapping his hands for the slave to bring more wine. ‘You must tell me the story.’

I was glad to see him regain his good spirits. ‘Very well,’ I said. ‘I shall tell you the tale of the Alexandrian cat . . .’

 

The precinct called Rhakotis is the most ancient part of Alexandria. The heart of Rhakotis is the Temple of Serapis, a magnificent marble edifice constructed on a huge scale and decorated with fabulous conceits of alabaster, gold and ivory. Romans who have seen the temple begrudgingly admit that for sheer splendour it might (mind you, might) rival our own austere Temple of Jupiter – a telling comment on Roman provincialism rather than on the respective architectural merits of the two temples. If I were a god, I know in which house I would choose to live.

The temple is an oasis of light and splendour surrounded by a maze of narrow streets. The houses in Rhakotis, made of hardened earth, are built high and jammed close together. The streets are strung with ropes upon which the inhabitants hang laundry and fish and plucked fowl. The air is generally still and hot, but occasionally a sea breeze will manage to cross the Island of Pharos and the great harbour and the high city wall to stir the tall palm trees which grow in the little squares and gardens of Rhakotis.

In Rhakotis, one can almost imagine that the Greek conquest never occurred. The city may be named for Alexander and ruled by a Ptolemy, but the people of the ancient district are distinctly Egyptian, darkly complexioned with dark eyes and the type of features one sees on the old statues of the pharaohs. These people are different from us, and so are their gods, who are not the Greek and Roman gods of perfect human form but strange hybrids of animals and men, frightful to look at.

One sees many cats in Rhakotis. They wander about as they wish, undisturbed, warming themselves in patches of sunlight, chasing grasshoppers, dozing on ledges and rooftops, staring at inaccessible fish and fowl hung well beyond their reach. But the cats of Rhakotis do not go hungry; far from it. People set bowls of food out on the street for them, muttering incantations as they do so, and not even a starving beggar would consider taking such consecrated food for himself – for the cats of Rhakotis, like all cats throughout Egypt, are considered to be gods. Men bow as they pass them in the street, and woe unto the crass visitor from Rome or Athens who dares to snigger at such a sight, for the Egyptians are as vengeful as they are pious.

At the age of twenty, after travelling to the Seven Wonders of the World, I found myself in Alexandria. I took up residence in Rhakotis for a number of reasons. For one thing, a young foreigner with little money could find lodgings there to suit his means. But Rhakotis offered far more than cheap dwellings. To feed my stomach, vendors at crowded street corners hawked exotic delicacies unheard of in Rome. To feed my mind, I listened to the philosophers who lectured and debated one another on the steps of the library next to the Temple of Serapis. It was there that I met the philosopher Dio; but that is another story. As for the other appetites common to young men, those were easily satisfied as well; the Alexandrians consider themselves to be the most worldly of people, and any Roman who disputes the point only demonstrates his own ignorance. Eventually, I met Bethesda in Alexandria; but that, too, is another story.

One morning I happened to be walking through one of the district’s less crowded streets when I heard a noise behind me. It was a vague, indistinct noise, like the sound of a roaring crowd some distance away. The government of Egypt is notoriously unstable, and riots are fairly common, but it seemed too early in the day for people to be raging through the streets. Nevertheless, as I paused to listen, the noise became louder and the echoing din resolved into the sound of angry human voices.

A moment later, a man in a blue tunic appeared from around a bend in the street, running headlong towards me, his head turned to look behind him. I hurriedly stepped out of the way, but he blindly changed his course and ran straight into me. We tumbled to the ground in a confusion of arms and legs.

‘Numa’s balls!’ I shouted, for the fool had caused me to scrape my hands and knees on the rough paving stones.

The stranger suddenly stopped his mad scramble to get to his feet and stared at me. He was a man of middle age, well groomed and well fed. There was absolute panic in his eyes, but also a glimmer of hope.

‘You curse in Latin!’ he said hoarsely. ‘You’re a Roman, then, like me?’

‘Yes.’

‘Countryman – save me!’ By this time we were both on our feet again, but the stranger moved in such a spastic manner and clutched at me so desperately that he nearly pulled us to the ground again.

The roar of angry voices grew nearer. The man looked back to the way he had come. Fear danced across his face like a flame. He clutched me with both hands.

‘I swear, I never touched the beast!’ he whispered hoarsely. ‘The little girl said I killed it, but it was already dead when I came upon it.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘The cat! I didn’t kill the cat! It was already dead, lying in the street. But they’ll tear me limb from limb, these mad Egyptians! If I can only reach my house – ’

At that moment, a number of people appeared at the bend in the street, men and women dressed in the tattered clothing of the poorer classes. More people appeared, and more, shouting and twisting their faces into expressions of pure hatred. They came rushing towards us, some of them brandishing sticks and knives, others shaking their bare fists in the air.

‘Help me!’ the man shrieked, his voice breaking like a boy’s. ‘Save me! I’ll reward you!’ The mob was almost upon us. I struggled to escape his grip. At last he broke away and resumed his headlong flight. As the angry mob drew nearer, for a moment it seemed that I had become the object of their fury. Indeed, a few of them headed straight for me, and I saw no possibility of escape. ‘Death comes as the end’ goes the old Egyptian poem, and I felt it drawing very near.

But a man near the front of the crowd, notable for his great long beard curled in the Babylonian fashion, saw the mistake and shouted in a booming voice, ‘Not that one! The man in blue is the one we want! Up there, at the end of the street! Quick, or he’ll escape us again!’

The men and women who had been ready to strike me veered away at the last moment and ran on. I drew into a doorway, out of sight, and marvelled at the size of the mob as it passed by. Half the residents of Rhakotis were after the Roman in blue!

Once the main body of the mob had passed, I stepped back into the street. Following behind were a number of stragglers. Among them I recognized a man who sold pastries from a shop on the Street of the Breadmakers. He was breathing hard but walked at a deliberate pace. In his hand he clutched a wooden rod for rolling dough. I knew him as a fat, cheerful baker whose chief joy was filling other people’s stomachs, but on this morning he wore the grim countenance of a determined avenger.

‘Menapis, what is happening?’ I said, falling into step beside him.

He gave me such a withering look that I thought he did not recognize me, but when he spoke it was all too clear that he did. ‘You Romans come here with your pompous ways and your ill-gotten wealth, and we do our best to put up with you. You foist yourselves upon us, and we endure it. But when you turn to desecration, you go too far! There are some things even a Roman can’t get away with!’

‘Menapis, tell me what’s happened.’

‘He killed a cat! The fool killed a cat just a stone’s throw from my shop.’

‘Did you see it happen?’

‘A little girl saw him do it. She screamed in terror, naturally enough, and a crowd came running. They thought the little girl was in danger, but it turned out to be something even worse. The Roman fool had killed a cat! We’d have stoned him to death right on the spot, but he managed to slip away and start running. The longer the chase went on, the more people came out to join it. He’ll never escape us now. Look up ahead – the Roman rat must be trapped!’

The chase seemed to have ended, for the mob had come to a stop in a wide square. If they had overtaken him, the man in blue must already have been trampled to a pulp, I thought, with a feeling of nausea. But as I drew nearer, the crowd began to chant: ‘Come out! Come out! Killer of the cat!’ Beside me, Menapis took up the chant with the others, slapping his rolling pin against his palm and stamping his feet.

It seemed that the fugitive had taken refuge in a prosperous-looking house. From the faces that stared in horror from the upper-storey windows before they were thrown shut, the place appeared to be full of Romans – the man’s private dwelling, it seemed. That he was a man of no small means I had already presumed from the quality of his blue tunic, but the size of his house confirmed it. A rich merchant, I thought – but neither silver nor a silvery tongue was likely to save him from the wrath of the mob. They continued to chant and began to beat upon the door with clubs.

Menapis shouted, ‘Clubs will never break such a door! We’ll have to make a battering ram.’ I looked at the normally genial baker beside me and a shiver ran up my spine. All this – for a cat!

I withdrew to a quieter corner of the square, where a few of the local residents had ventured out of their houses to watch the commotion. An elderly Egyptian woman, impeccably dressed in a white linen gown, gazed at the mob disparagingly. ‘What a rabble!’ she remarked to no one in particular. ‘What are they thinking of, attacking the house of a man like Marcus Lepidus?’

‘Your neighbour?’ I said.

‘For many years, as was his father before him. An honest Roman trader, and a greater credit to Alexandria than any of this rabble will ever be. Are you a Roman, too, young man?’

‘Yes.’

‘I thought so, from your accent. Well, I have no quarrel with Romans. Dealing with men like Marcus Lepidus and his father made my late husband a wealthy man. Whatever has Marcus done to bring such a mob to his door?’

‘They accuse him of killing a cat.’

She gasped. A look of horror contorted her wrinkled face. ‘That would be unforgivable!’

‘He claims to be innocent. Tell me, who else lives in that house?’

‘Marcus Lepidus lives with his two cousins. They help him run his business.’

‘And their wives?’

‘The cousins are married, but their wives and children remain in Rome. Marcus is a widower. He has no children. Look there! What madness is this?’

Moving through the mob like a crocodile through lily pads was a great uprooted palm tree. At the head of those who carried it I saw the man with the Babylonian beard. As they aligned the tree perpendicular to the door of Marcus Lepidus’ house, its purpose became unmistakable: it was a battering ram.

‘I didn’t kill the cat!’ Marcus Lepidus had said. And ‘Help me! Save me!’ And – no less significantly, to my ears – ‘I’ll reward you!’ It seemed to me, as a fellow Roman who had been called on for help, that my course was clear: if the man in blue was innocent of the crime, it was my duty to help him. If duty alone was insufficient, my growling stomach and empty purse tipped the scales conclusively.

I would need to act swiftly. I headed back the way I had come.

The way to the Street of the Breadmakers, usually thronged with people, was almost deserted; the shoppers and hawkers had all run off to kill the Roman, it seemed. The shop of Menapis was empty; peering within I saw that piles of dough lay unshapen on the table and the fire in his oven had gone out. The cat had been killed, he said, only a stone’s throw from his shop, and it was at about that distance, around the corner on a little side street, that I came upon a group of shaven-headed priests who stood in a circle with bowed heads.

Peering between the orange robes of the priests I saw the corpse of the cat sprawled on the paving stones. It had been a beautiful creature, with sleek limbs and a coat of midnight black. That it had been deliberately killed could not be doubted, for its throat had been cut.

The priests knelt down and lifted the dead cat onto a small funeral bier, which they hoisted onto their shoulders. Chanting and lamenting, they began a slow procession towards the Temple of Bast.

I looked around, not quite sure how to proceed. A movement at a window above caught my eye, but when I looked up there was nothing to see. I kept looking until a tiny face appeared, then quickly disappeared again.

‘Little girl,’ I called softly. ‘Little girl!’

After a moment she reappeared. Her black hair was pulled back from her face, which was perfectly round. Her eyes were shaped like almonds and her lips formed a pout. ‘You talk funny,’ she said.

‘Do I?’

‘Like that other man.’

‘What other man?’

She appeared to ponder this for a moment, but did not answer. ‘Would you like to hear me scream?’ she said. Not waiting for a reply, she did so.

The high-pitched wail stabbed at my ears and echoed weirdly in the empty street. I gritted my teeth until she stopped. ‘That,’ I said, ‘is quite a scream. Tell me, are you the little girl who screamed earlier today?’

‘Maybe.’

‘When the cat was killed, I mean.’

She wrinkled her brow thoughtfully. ‘Not exactly.’

‘Are you not the little girl who screamed when the cat was killed?’

She considered this. ‘Did the man with the funny beard send you?’ she finally said.

I thought for a moment and recalled the man with the Babylonian beard, whose shout had saved me from the mob in the street – ‘The man in blue is the one we want!’ – and whom I had seen at the head of the battering ram. ‘A Babylonian beard, you mean, curled with an iron?’

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘all curly, like sun rays shooting out from his chin.’

‘He saved my life,’ I said. It was the truth.

‘Oh, then I suppose it’s all right to talk to you,’ she said. ‘Do you have a present for me, too?’

‘A present?’

‘Like the one he gave me.’ She held up a doll made of papyrus reeds and bits of rag.

‘Very pretty,’ I said, beginning to understand. ‘Did he give you the doll for screaming?’

She laughed. ‘Isn’t it silly? Would you like to hear me scream again?’

I shuddered. ‘Later, perhaps. You didn’t really see who killed the cat, did you?’

‘Silly! Nobody killed the cat, not really. The cat was just play-acting, like I was. Ask the man with the funny beard.’ She shook her head at my credulity.

‘Of course,’ I said. ‘I knew that; I just forgot. So you think I talk funny?’

‘Yes . . . I . . . do,’ she said, mocking my Roman accent. Alexandrian children acquire a penchant for sarcasm very early in life. ‘You do talk funny.’

‘Like the other man, you said.’

‘Yes.’

‘You mean the man in the blue tunic, the one they ran after for killing the cat?’

Her round face lengthened a bit. ‘No, I never heard him talk, except when the baker and his friends came after him, and then he screamed. But I can scream louder.’

She seemed ready to demonstrate, so I nodded quickly. ‘Who then? Who talks like I do? Ah, yes, the man with the funny beard,’ I said, but I knew I must be wrong even as I spoke, for the man had looked quite Egyptian to me, and certainly not Roman.

‘No, not him, silly. The other man.’

‘What other man?’

‘The man who was here yesterday, the one with the runny nose. I heard them talking together, over there on the corner, the funny beard and the one who sounds like you. They were talking and pointing and looking serious, the one with the beard pulling on his beard and the one with the runny nose blowing his nose, but finally they thought of something funny and they both laughed. “And to think, your cousin is such a lover of cats!” said the funny beard. I could tell that they were planning a joke on somebody. I forgot all about it until this morning, when I saw the funny beard again and he asked me to scream when I saw the cat.’

‘I see. He gave you the doll, then he showed you the cat – ’

‘Yes, looking so dead it fooled everybody. Even the priests, just now!’

‘The man with the funny beard showed you the cat, you screamed, people came running – then what happened?’

‘The funny beard pointed at a man who was walking up the street and he shouted, “The Roman did it! The man in blue! He killed the cat!” ’ She recited the lines with great conviction, holding up her doll as if it were an actor.

‘The man with the runny nose, who talked like me,’ I said. ‘You’re sure there was mention of his cousin?’

‘Oh yes. I have a cousin, too. I play tricks on him all the time.’

‘What did this man with a runny nose and a Roman accent look like?’

She shrugged. ‘A man.’

‘Yes, but tall or short, young or old?’

She thought for a moment, then shrugged again. ‘Just a man, like you. Like the man in the blue tunic. All Romans look the same to me.’

She grinned. Then she screamed again, just to show me how well she could do it.

 

By the time I got back to the square, a troop of King Ptolemy’s soldiers had arrived from the palace and were attempting, with limited success, to push back the mob. The soldiers were vastly outnumbered, and the mob would be pushed back only so far. Rocks and bricks were hurled against the building from time to time, some of them striking the already cracked shutters. It appeared that a serious attempt had been made to batter down the door, but the door had stood firm.

A factotum from the royal palace, a eunuch to judge by his high voice, appeared at the highest place in the square. This was a rooftop next to the besieged house. He tried to quiet the mob below, assuring them that justice would be done. It was in King Ptolemy’s interest, of course, to quell what might become an international incident; the murder of a wealthy Roman merchant by the people of Alexandria could cause him great political damage.

The eunuch warbled on, but the mob was unimpressed. To them, the issue was simple and clear: a Roman had ruthlessly murdered a cat, and they would not be satisfied until the Roman was dead. They took up their chant again, drowning out the eunuch: ‘Come out! Come out! Killer of the cat!’

The eunuch withdrew from the rooftop.

I had decided to get inside the house of Marcus Lepidus. Caution told me that such a course was mad – for how could I ever get out alive once I was in? – and at any rate, apparently impossible, for if there was a simple way to get into the house the mob would already have found it. Then it occurred to me that someone standing on the same rooftop where Ptolemy’s eunuch had stood could conceivably jump or be lowered onto the roof of the besieged house.

It all seemed like a great deal of effort, until I heard the plaintive echo of the stranger’s voice inside my head: ‘Help me! Save me!’

And of course: ‘I’ll reward you!’

The building from which the eunuch spoke had been commandeered by soldiers, as had the other buildings adjacent to the besieged house, as a precaution to keep the mob from gaining entry through an adjoining wall or setting fire to the whole block. It took some doing to convince the guards to let me in, but the fact that I was a Roman and claimed to know Marcus Lepidus eventually gained me an audience with the king’s eunuch.

Royal servants come and go in Alexandria; those who fail to satisfy their master become food for crocodiles and are quickly replaced. This royal servant was clearly feeling the pressure of serving a monarch who might snuff out his life with the mere arching of an eyebrow. He had been sent to quell an angry mob and to save the life of a Roman citizen, and at the moment his chances of succeeding looked distinctly uncertain. He could call for more troops, and slaughter the mob, but such a bloodbath might escalate into an even graver situation. Complicating matters even more was the presence of a high priest of Bast, who dogged (if I may use that expression) the eunuch’s every step, yowling and waving his orange robes and demanding that justice be done at once in the name of the murdered cat.

The beleaguered eunuch was receptive to any ideas that I might have to suggest. ‘You’re a friend of this other Roman, the man the mob is after?’ he asked.

‘The murderer,’ the high priest corrected.

‘An acquaintance of the man, yes,’ I said – and truthfully, if having exchanged a few desperate words after colliding in the street could be called an acquaintance. ‘In fact, I’m his agent. He’s hired me to get him out of this mess.’ This was also true, after a fashion. ‘And I think I know who really killed the cat.’ This was not quite true, but might become so if the eunuch would cooperate with me. ‘You must get me into Marcus Lepidus’ house. I was thinking that your soldiers might lower me onto his roof by a rope.’

The eunuch became thoughtful. ‘By the same route, we might rescue Marcus Lepidus himself by having him climb the same rope up onto this building, where my men can better protect him.’

‘Rescue a cat killer? Give him armed protection?’ The priest was outraged. The eunuch bit his lip.

At last it was agreed that the king’s men would supply a rope by which I could make my way onto the roof of the besieged house. ‘But you cannot return to this building by the same route,’ the eunuch insisted.

‘Why not?’ I had a sudden vision of the house being set aflame with myself inside it, or of an angry mob breaking through the door and killing all the inhabitants with knives and clubs.

‘Because the rope will be visible from the square,’ snapped the eunuch. ‘If the mob sees anyone leaving the house, they’ll assume it’s the man they’re after. Then they’ll break into this building! No, I’ll allow you passage to your countryman’s house, but after that you’ll be on your own.’

I thought for a moment and then agreed. Behind the eunuch, the high priest of Bast smiled like a cat, no doubt anticipating my imminent demise and purring at the idea of yet another impious Roman departing from the shores of the living.

As I was lowered onto the merchant’s roof, his household slaves realized what was happening and sounded an alarm. They surrounded me at once and seemed determined to throw me into the square below, but I held up my hands to show them that I was unarmed and I cried out that I was a friend of Marcus Lepidus. My Latin seemed to sway them. At last they took me down a flight of steps to meet their master.

The man in blue had withdrawn to a small chamber which I took to be his office, for it was cluttered with scrolls and scraps of papyrus.

He looked at me warily, then recognized me. ‘You’re the man I ran into, on the street. But why have you come here?’

‘Because you asked for my help, Marcus Lepidus. And because you offered me a reward,’ I said bluntly. ‘My name is Gordianus.’

Beyond the shuttered window, which faced the square, the crowd began to chant again. A stone struck the shutters with a crash. Marcus gave a start and bit his knuckles.

‘These are my cousins, Rufus and Appius,’ he said, introducing two younger men who had just entered the room. Like their older cousin, they were well groomed and well dressed, and like him they appeared to be barely able to suppress their panic.

‘The guards outside are beginning to weaken,’ said Rufus shrilly. ‘What are we going to do, Marcus?’

‘If they break into the house they’ll slaughter us all!’ said Appius.

‘You’re obviously a man of wealth, Marcus Lepidus,’ I said. ‘A trader, I understand.’

All three cousins looked at me blankly, baffled by my apparent disregard for the crisis at hand. ‘Yes,’ said Marcus. ‘I own a small fleet of ships. We carry grain and slaves and other goods between Alexandria and Rome.’ Talking about his work calmed him noticeably, as reciting a familiar chant calms a worshipper in a temple.

‘Do you own the business jointly with your cousins?’ I asked.

‘The business is entirely my own,’ said Marcus, a bit haughtily. ‘I inherited it from my father.’

‘Yours alone? You have no brothers?’

‘None.’

‘And your cousins are merely employees, not partners?’

‘If you put it that way.’

I looked at Rufus, the taller of the cousins. Was it fear of the mob I read on his face, or the bitterness of old resentments? His cousin Appius began to pace the room, biting his fingernails and casting what I took to be hostile glances at me.

‘I understand you have no sons, Marcus Lepidus,’ I said.

‘No. My first wife gave me only daughters; they all died of fever. My second wife was barren. I have no wife at present, but I soon will, when the girl arrives from Rome. Her parents are sending her by ship, and they promise me that she will be fertile, like her sisters. This time next year, I could be a proud father at last!’ He managed a weak smile, then bit his knuckles. ‘But what’s the use of contemplating my future when I have none? Curse all the gods of Egypt, to have put that dead cat in my path!’

‘I think it was not a god who did so,’ I said. ‘Tell me, Marcus Lepidus, though Jupiter forbid such a tragedy – if you should die before you marry, before you have a son, who would inherit your property then?’

‘My cousins, in equal portions.’

Rufus and Appius both looked at me gravely. Another stone struck the shutters and we all gave a start. It was impossible to read their faces for any subtle signs of guilt.

‘I see. Tell me, Marcus Lepidus, who could have known, yesterday, that you would be walking up that side street in Rhakotis this morning?’

He shrugged. ‘I make no secret of my pleasures. There is a house on that street where I spend certain nights in the company of a certain catamite. Having no wife at present . . .’

‘Then either of your cousins might have known that you would be coming home by that route this morning?’

‘I suppose,’ he said, shrugging. If he was too distracted to see the point, his cousins were not. Rufus and Appius both stared at me darkly, and glanced dubiously at one another.

At that moment a grey cat came sauntering into the room, its tail flicking, its head held high, apparently oblivious to the chaos outside the house or the despair of those within.

‘The irony of it!’ wailed Marcus Lepidus, suddenly breaking into tears. ‘The bitter irony! To be accused of killing a cat – when I, of all men, would never do such a thing! I adore the little creatures. I give them a place of honour in my home, I feed them from my own plate. Come, precious Nefer!’ He stooped down and made a cradle for the cat, who obligingly leaped into his arms. The cat twisted onto its back and purred loudly. Marcus Lepidus held the animal close to him, caressing it to soothe his distress. Rufus appeared to share his older cousin’s fondness for cats, for he smiled weakly and joined him in stroking the beast’s belly.

I had reached an impasse. It seemed to me quite certain that at least one of the cousins had been in league with the bearded Egyptian in deliberately plotting the destruction of Marcus Lepidus, but which? If only the little girl had been able to give me a better description. ‘All Romans look the same,’ indeed!

‘You and your cursed cats!’ said Appius suddenly, wrinkling his nose and retreating to the far corner of the room. ‘It’s the cats that do this to me. They cast some sort of hateful spell! Alexandria is full of them, making my life a misery. Every time I get close to one, the same thing happens! I never sneezed once in my life before I came here!’ And with that he sneezed, and snorted, and pulled a cloth from his tunic to blow his runny nose.

 

What followed was not pretty, though it may have been just.

I told Marcus Lepidus all I had learned from the little girl. I summoned him to the window and opened the shutters enough to point out the man with the Babylonian beard, who was now overseeing the construction of a bonfire in the square below. Marcus had seen the man before, in the company of his cousin Appius.

What outcome did I expect? I had meant to help a fellow Roman far from home, to save an innocent man from the wrath of an unreasoning mob, and to gain a few coins for my purse in the process – all honourable pursuits. Did I not realize that inevitably a man would die? I was younger then, and did not always think a thing through to its logical result.

The unleashed fury of Marcus Lepidus took me by surprise. Perhaps it should not have, considering the terrible shock he had suffered that day; considering also that he was a successful businessman, and therefore to some degree ruthless; considering finally that treachery within a family often drives men to acts of extreme revenge.

Quailing before Marcus Lepidus, Appius confessed his guilt. Rufus, whom he declared to be innocent of the plot, begged for mercy on his cousin’s behalf, but his pleadings were ineffectual. Though we might be hundreds of miles from Rome, the rule of the Roman family held sway in that house in Alexandria, and all power resided in the head of the household. When Marcus Lepidus stripped off his blue tunic and ordered that his cousin Appius should be dressed in it, the slaves of the household obeyed; Appius resisted, but was overwhelmed. When Marcus ordered that Appius should then be thrown from the window into the mob, it was done.

Rufus, pale and trembling, withdrew into another room. Marcus made his face as hard as stone and turned away. The grey cat twined itself about his feet, but the solace it offered was ignored.

The bearded Egyptian, not realizing the substitution, screamed to the others in the mob to take their vengeance on the man in blue. It was only much later, when the mob had largely dispersed and the Egyptian was able to get a closer look at the trampled, bloody corpse, that he realized the mistake. I shall never forget the look on his face, which changed from a leer of triumph to a mask of horror as he approached the body, studied its face, and then looked up at the window where I stood. He had overseen the killing of his own confederate.

Perhaps it was fitting that Appius received the fate which he had intended for his cousin. No doubt he thought that while he waited, safe and sound in the family house, the bearded Egyptian would proceed with the plot as they had planned and his older cousin would be torn to pieces on the Street of the Breadmakers. He did not foresee that Marcus Lepidus would be able to elude the crowd and flee all the way to his house, where all three cousins became trapped. Nor did he foresee the intervention of Gordianus the Finder – or for that matter, the intervention of the grey cat, which caused him to betray himself with a sneeze.

Thus ended the episode of the Alexandrian cat, whose death was terribly avenged.

 

Some days after telling this tale to Lucius Claudius, I chanced to visit him again at his house on the Palatine. I was surprised to see that a new mosaic had been installed on his doorstep. The colourful little tiles pictured a snarling Molossian mastiff, together with the stern caption CAVE CANEM.

A slave admitted me and escorted me to the garden at the centre of the house. As I approached I heard a yapping noise, accompanied by deep-throated laughter. I came upon Lucius Claudius, who sat with what appeared to be a gigantic white rat on his lap.

‘What on earth is that?’ I exclaimed.

‘This is my darling, my sweet, my adorable little Momo.’

‘Your doorstep shows a Molossian mastiff, which that animal most certainly is not.’

‘Momo is a Melitene terrier – tiny, true, but very fierce,’ said Lucius defensively. As if to prove her master’s point, the little lapdog began to yap again. Then she nervously began lapping at Lucius’s chin, which he appeared to enjoy immensely.

‘The doorstep advises visitors to beware the dog,’ I said sceptically.

‘As indeed they should – especially unwelcome visitors of the foor-footed variety.’

‘You expect this dog to keep cats away?’

‘I do! Never again shall my peace be violated by those accursed creatures, not with little Momo here to protect me. Is that not right, Momo? Are you not the fiercest cat chaser who ever lived? Brave, bold little Momo – ’

I rolled my eyes, and caught a glimpse of something black and sleek on the roof It was almost certainly the very cat who had terrified Lucius on my last visit.

An instant later the terrier was out of her master’s lap, performing a frantic circular dance on the floor, yapping frantically and baring her teeth. Up on the roof, the black cat arched its back, hissed, and disappeared.

‘There, you see, Gordianus! Beware this dog, all you cats of Rome!’ Lucius scooped the terrier up in his arms and kissed her nose. ‘There, there, Momo! And disbelieving Gordianus doubted you . . .’

I thought of a truism I had learned from Bethesda: there are those in this world who love cats, and those who love dogs, and never shall the two close ranks. But we could at least share a cup of wine, Lucius Claudius and I, and exchange the latest gossip from the Forum.




THE HOUSE OF THE VESTALS

 



 

‘What do you know about the Vestal Virgins?’ said Cicero.

‘Only what every Roman knows: that there are six of them; that they watch over the eternal flame in the Temple of Vesta; that they serve for no less than thirty years, during which time they take a vow of chastity. And that once every generation or so a terrible scandal erupts – ’

‘Yes, yes,’ said Cicero. The litter gave a small lurch, pitching him forward. It was a moonless night, and the litter-bearers, proceeding over the rough paving stones by torchlight, were giving us a bumpy ride. ‘I bring up the matter only because one never knows nowadays – we live in such irreligious times – not that I myself set any store by mindless superstition . . .’

The sharpest mind in Rome was rambling. Cicero was uncommonly agitated.

He had arrived at my door in the middle of the night, called me from my bed, and insisted I accompany him to an unspecified destination.

The bearers trotted along at a quick pace, jostling us about; I would almost have preferred to get out and trot myself. I parted the curtains and peered outside. Within the covered box I had lost my bearings; the darkened street looked like any other. ‘Where are we going, Cicero?’

He ignored my question. ‘As you noted, Gordianus, the Vestals are particularly vulnerable to scandal. You have heard, no doubt, of the pending case against Marcus Crassus?’

‘It’s the talk of every tavern in town – the richest man in Rome is accused of corrupting a Vestal. And not just any Vestal, but Licinia herself.’

‘Yes, the Virgo Maxima, high priestess of Vesta and a distant cousin of Crassus. The charge is absurd, of course. Crassus is no more likely to involve himself in such an affair than I would be. Like myself, and unlike so many of our contemporaries, Crassus is above the base appetites of the flesh. Even so, there are plenty of witnesses ready to testify that he has been seen in Licinia’s company on numerous occasions – at the theatre during festivals, in the Forum – hovering about her in an unseemly fashion, appearing almost to badger her. I am told also that circumstantial evidence exists to indicate he has visited her, during daylight hours in the House of the Vestals, without chaperones present. Even so, there is no crime in that, unless poor judgment is a crime. Men hate Crassus only because he’s made himself so rich. That, too, is not a crime . . .’

The great mind had begun to wander again. The hour, after all, was late. I cleared my throat. ‘Will you be defending Crassus in the courts? Or Licinia?’

‘Neither! My political career has entered a very delicate phase. I cannot be seen to have any public connection with a scandal involving the Vestals. Which is why the events of this evening are such a disaster!’

At last, I thought, we shall get down to business. I peered between the curtains again. It seemed that we were approaching the Forum. What possible business could we have among the temples and public squares in the middle of the night?

‘As you probably know, Gordianus, one of the younger Vestals happens to be a relative of mine.’

‘No, I didn’t know.’

‘A relative by marriage, anyway; Fabia is my wife’s half sister, and therefore my sister-in-law.’

‘But the Vestal under investigation is the Virgo Maxima, Licinia.’

‘Yes, the scandal involved only Licinia . . . until the events of this evening.’

‘Cicero, are you being deliberately obscure?’

‘Very well. Something occurred earlier tonight in the House of the Vestals. Something quite terrible. Unthinkable! Something which threatens not only to destroy Fabia, but to throw calumny upon the very institution of the Vestals, and to undermine the whole religious establishment of Rome.’ Cicero lowered his voice, which had begun to rise to orator’s pitch. ‘I have no doubt that the prosecution of Licinia and Crassus is somehow related to this latest disaster; there is an organized conspiracy afoot to spread doubt and chaos in the city, using the Vestals as a starting point. If my years in the Forum have taught me anything, it is that some Roman politicians will stop at nothing!’

He leaned forward and clutched my arm. ‘You are aware that this year marks the tenth anniversary of the fire which razed the Temple of Jupiter and destroyed the Sibylline oracles? The masses are superstitious, Gordianus; they are quite ready to believe that on the tenth anniversary of such a terrible catastrophe, something equally terrible must occur. Now it has. Whether it was manufactured by gods or by men, that is the question.’

The litter gave a final lurch and came to a halt. Cicero released his grip on my arm, sat back and sighed. ‘We have reached your destination.’

I pulled back the curtains and saw the colonnaded facade of the House of the Vestals.

‘Cicero, I may not be an expert in religious matters, but I do know that for a man to enter the House of the Vestals after dark is an offence punishable by death. I hope you don’t expect me – ’

‘Tonight is not like other nights, Gordianus.’

‘Cicero! Back at last!’ The voice from the darkness was oddly familiar. A shock of red hair entered the circle of torchlight and I recognized young Marcus Valerius Messalla Rufus – called Rufus on account of his flaming hair – whom I had not seen, close at hand, in the seven years since he had assisted Cicero with the defence of Sextus Roscius. He had been only sixteen then, a boy with red cheeks and a freckled nose; now he was a religious official, one of the youngest men ever elected to the college of augurs, entrusted with interpreting the will of the gods by reading omens in lightning and the flights of birds. He still looked very much like a boy to me. In spite of the obvious gravity of the moment, his eyes shone brightly and he smiled as he stepped towards Cicero and took his hand; it seemed that his love for his mentor had not diminished over the years.

‘Rufus will take you from here,’ said Cicero.

‘What? You’ve roused me from bed in the middle of the night, carried me halfway across Rome, given me no clear explanation, and now you abandon me?’

‘I thought I made it clear that I must not be seen to have any connection whatsoever with tonight’s events. Fabia called on the Virgo Maxima for help, who called on Rufus, who is known to her; together they summoned me, knowing my family connection to Fabia; I fetched you, Gordianus – and that is the end of my involvement.’ He gestured impatiently for me to step from the litter. As soon as my feet touched the paving stones, without even a last farewell, he clapped his hands and the litter lurched into motion. Rufus and I watched it depart in the direction of Cicero’s house on the Capitoline Hill.

‘There goes an extraordinary man,’ sighed Rufus. I was thinking something quite different, but bit my tongue. The litter turned a corner and disappeared from sight.

Before us was the entrance to the House of the Vestals. Twin braziers stood at either side; flickering shadows danced across the wide, steep stairway. But the house itself was dark, its high wooden doors thrown shut. Normally they stood open, day and night – for who would dare to enter the abode of the Vestals uninvited or with evil intent? Across the way, the round Temple of Vesta was strangely lit up, and from it came a soft chanting on the still night air.

‘Gordianus!’ said Rufus. ‘How strange to see you again, after so many years. I hear of you now and again – ’

‘As I hear of you, and see you occasionally, presiding at some public or private invocation of the auspices. Nothing important can happen in Rome without an augur present to read the omens. You must stay very busy, Rufus.’

He shrugged. ‘There are fifteen augurs in all, Gordianus. I’m the youngest, and only a beginner. Many of the mysteries are still just that to me – mysteries.’

‘Lightning on the left, good; lightning on the right, bad. And if the person you’re divining for is displeased with the result, you have only to face the opposite direction, reversing right and left. It seems rather simple.’

Rufus compressed his lips. ‘I see that you’re as sceptical of religion as Cicero. Yes, a great deal of it is empty formula and politics. But there is another element, the perception of which requires, I suppose, a certain sensibility on the part of the perceiver.’

‘And do you foresee lightning tonight?’ I said, sniffing the air.

He smiled faintly. ‘Actually, yes, I think it may rain. But we mustn’t stand here talking, where anyone could see us. Come along.’ He started up the steps.

‘Into the House of the Vestals? At this hour?’

‘The Virgo Maxima herself is awaiting us, Gordianus. Come along!’

Dubiously, I followed him up the stairs. He knocked softly on one of the doors, which swung silently inward. Taking a deep breath, I followed him over the threshold.

We stood in a lofty foyer that opened onto a central courtyard, surrounded all about by a colonnaded walkway. All was dark; not a single torch was lit. The long, shallow pool in the centre of the courtyard was black and full of stars, its glassy surface broken only by some reeds that grew from the centre.

I felt a sudden superstitious dread. Hackles rose on the back of my neck, a sheen of sweat erupted on my forehead and I was unable to breathe. My heart pounded so hard that I thought the noise must be loud enough to wake a sleeping virgin. I wanted to clutch Rufus’ arm and hiss into his ear that we must go back to the Forum, at once – so deep is the fear of the forbidden ingrained from childhood, when one hears tales of men found skulking in sacred precincts and made to suffer unimaginable punishments. Ironically, I thought, it is only through association with the most respectable people in the world – like Cicero and Rufus – that a man can suddenly, unexpectedly find himself in the most forbidden spot in all Rome, at an hour when his mere presence could mean death. One moment, innocently asleep in my own bed, and the next – in the House of the Vestals!

There was a faint noise behind us. I turned to see a vague white shape in the darkness, which by degrees resolved itself into a woman. She must have opened the door for us, but she was not a slave. She was one of the Vestals, as I could tell by her appearance – her hair was cut quite short, and around her forehead she wore a broad white band like a diadem, decorated with ribbons. She was dressed in a plain white stola, and about her shoulders she wore the white linen mantle of the Vestals.

She flicked her fingers, and I felt drops of water on my face. ‘Be purified,’ she whispered. ‘Do you swear by the goddess of the hearth that you enter this house with no evil intent, and at the request of the mistress of this house, who is the Virgo Maxima, the highest priestess of Vesta?’

‘I do,’ said Rufus. I followed his example.

The Vestal led us across the courtyard. As we passed the pool I heard a soft splash. I stiffened at the noise but saw only a gentle ripple traverse the black surface, causing the reflected starlight to glimmer and wink. I leaned close to Rufus’ ear and whispered: ‘A frog?’

‘But surely not a male one!’ he whispered back, then gestured for me to be quiet.

We stepped beneath the colonnade, into deep shadow, and stopped before a door that was invisible except for the faint bar of light that escaped beneath its bottom edge. The Vestal knocked very gently and whispered something I couldn’t hear, then left us and disappeared into the shadows. A moment later the door opened inward. A face appeared – frightened, beautiful, and quite young. She, too, wore the diadem of a Vestal.

She pulled the door open to allow us to enter. The room was dimly lit by a single lamp, beneath which another Vestal sat holding an open scroll. She was older than her companion, of middle age. Her short hair was touched with silver at the temples. As we approached, she kept her eyes on the scroll and began to read aloud in Greek. Her voice was soft and mellow:

 
Evening star, gatherer of all
The bright daybreak parted:
You gather the sheep, the goat;
You gather the child safe to its mother.
 

She laid the scroll aside and looked up, first at Rufus, then at me. She sighed. ‘In times of distress, the poetess comforts me. Are you familiar with Sappho?’

‘A little,’ I said.

She laid the scroll aside. ‘I am Licinia.’

I looked at her more closely. Was this the woman for whom the richest man in Rome had endangered his life? The Virgo Maxima seemed in no way extraordinary, at least not to my eye; on the other hand, what sort of woman could sit calmly and read Sappho in the midst of what even staid Cicero had decreed a catastrophe?

‘You are Gordianus, called the Finder?’ she said.

I nodded.

‘Cicero sent word by Rufus that you would come. Ah, what would we have done tonight without Cicero to help us?’

‘ “Like is he to a god immortal,” ’ said Rufus, quoting another line from Sappho.

There followed an uneasy silence. The girl who had opened the door remained in the shadows.

‘Let’s get on with it, then,’ said Licinia. ‘You must know already that I have been indicted for conduct forbidden to a Vestal; they accuse me of a dalliance with my kinsman Marcus Crassus.’

‘So I’ve heard.’

‘I’m far past my youth, and have no interest in men. The charge is absurd! It is true that Crassus seeks out my company in the Forum and the theatre and pesters me constantly – but if our accusers only knew what he talks about when we’re alone! Believe me, it has nothing to do with matters of the heart. Crassus is as legendary for his greed as are the Vestals for their chastity – but I will not elaborate. Crassus has his defence and I have mine, and in three days the courts will hear our cases and decide. There are no witnesses and no evidence of any act contrary to my vow; the suit is nothing more than a nuisance intended to embarrass Crassus and to undermine the people’s faith in the Vestals. No reasonable panel of judges could possibly find us guilty; and yet, after the events of this evening, things could go very badly for us both.’

She looked into the darkness and frowned, and caressed the scroll in her lap, as if the conversation had grown distasteful to her and she longed to escape again into the soothing rhythms of the Lesbian poet. When she spoke again, her voice was languid and dreamy.

‘I was consecrated to Vesta at the age of eight; all Vestals are chosen at an early age, between six and ten. We serve for no less than thirty years. For the first ten years, we are novices, students of the mysteries like Fabia here.’ She gestured to the girl in the shadows. ‘In the second ten years we perform the sacred duties – purify the shrine and make offerings of salt, watch over the eternal flame, consecrate temples, attend the holy festivals, guard the sacred relics. In the third ten years, we become teachers and instruct the novices, passing on the mysteries. At the end of thirty years we are permitted to leave the consecrated life, but the few who choose to do so almost always end in misery.’ She sighed. ‘Within the House of the Vestals a woman acquires certain habits and expectations, falls into rhythms of life incompatible with the world outside. Most Vestals die as they have lived, in chaste service to the goddess and her everlasting hearth.

‘Sometimes . . .’ Her voice quavered. ‘Sometimes, especially in the early years, one can be tempted to stray from the vow of chastity. The consequence of that is death, and not a simple, merciful death, but a fate quite horrible to contemplate.

‘The last such scandal occurred forty years ago. The virgin daughter of a good family was struck by lightning and killed. Her clothing was rent and her nakedness exposed; soothsayers interpreted this to mean that the Vestals had violated their vows. Three Vestals were accused of impurity, along with their alleged lovers, and tried before the college of pontiffs. One was found guilty. The others were absolved. But the people were not satisfied. They raged and rioted until a special commission was set up. The case was retried. All three Vestals were condemned.’

Licinia’s face grew long. Her eyes glinted in the lamplight. ‘Do you know the punishment, Gordianus? The lover is publicly scourged to death; a gruesome matter, but simple and quick. Not so with the Vestal. She is stripped of her diadem and linen mantle. She is whipped by the Pontifex Maximus. She is dressed like a corpse, laid in a closed litter and carried through the Forum attended by her weeping kindred, forced to live through the misery of her own funeral. She is carried to a place just inside the Colline Gate, where a small vault is prepared underground, containing a couch, a lamp, and a table with a little food. A common executioner guides her down the ladder into the cell, but he does not harm her. You see, her person is still sacred to Vesta; no man may kill her. The ladder is drawn up, the vault sealed, the ground levelled. It is left to the goddess to take the Vestal’s life . . .’

‘Buried alive!’ Fabia whispered hoarsely. The girl remained in the shadows, her hands now nervously touching her lips.

‘Yes, buried alive.’ Licinia’s voice was steady, but cold as death. After a long moment, she glanced down at her lap, where the scroll of Sappho lay crushed in her hand.

‘I think it is time now to explain to Gordianus why he was called here.’ She put aside the scroll and stood. ‘An intruder entered this house, earlier tonight. More precisely, two intruders, and possibly a third. A man came to visit Fabia after dark, on her invitation, he claims – ’

‘Never!’ said the girl.

Licinia silenced her with a withering look. ‘He was discovered in her room. But worse than that – you shall see for yourself, Gordianus.’

She picked up the lamp and led us through a short passageway to another room. It was a simpler and more private chamber than the one in which she had greeted us. Ornamental curtains draped the walls, their colour a rich, dark red that seemed to swallow the light of the brazier in one corner. There were only two pieces of furniture, a backless chair and a sleeping couch. The couch, I noticed, looked freshly made up, its pillows fluffed and straightened, its coverlets neatly spread. The man who sat in the chair looked up as we entered. Contrary to the prevailing fashion, he was not clean-shaven but wore a neat little beard. It seemed to me that he smiled, very faintly.

He appeared to be a few years younger than myself – about thirty-five, I guessed, close to Cicero’s age. Unlike Cicero, he was quite remarkably attractive. Which is not to say that he was particularly handsome; if I conjure up his face in my mind’s eye, I can only remark that his hair and beard were dark, his eyes a piercing blue, his features regular. But in his actual presence there was something indefinably appealing, and a contagious playfulness in his eyes that seemed to dance like sparkling points of flame.

‘Lucius Sergius Catilina,’ he said, standing and introducing himself.

The patrician clan of the Sergii went back to the days of Aeneas; there was no more respectable name in the Republic. Catilina himself I knew by his reputation. Some called him a charmer, others a rogue. All agreed that he was clever, but some said too clever.

He gave me an odd half smile that suggested he was inwardly laughing at something – but at what? He cocked his head. ‘Tell me, Gordianus: what do five of the people in this room have in common?’

Puzzled, I glanced at Rufus, who scowled.

‘They are still breathing,’ said Catilina, ‘while the sixth . . . is not!’ He stepped towards the curtain hung across the far wall and pulled it back to reveal another passageway. Upon the floor, contorted in a most unnatural way, lay the body of a man who was surely dead.

Rufus and Licinia looked sternly disapproving of Catilina’s theatricality, while Fabia was close to tears, but none of them betrayed surprise. I drew in a breath, then knelt and studied the crumpled body for a long moment.

I drew back and sat in the chair, feeling slightly ill. The sight of a man with his throat cut is never pleasant.

‘This is why you called me here, Licinia? This is the disaster Cicero spoke of?’

‘A murder in the House of the Vestals,’ she whispered.

‘Unheard-of sacrilege!’

I fought back my queasiness. Rufus had produced a cup of wine, which he pressed into my hand. I gratefully drank it down.

‘I think we had best begin at the beginning,’ I said. ‘What in Jupiter’s name are you doing here, Catilina?’

He cleared his throat and swallowed; a smile flickered on his lips and vanished, as if it were only a nervous tick. ‘Fabia summoned me; or at least that’s what I thought.’

‘How so?’

‘I received this, earlier tonight.’ He produced a scrap of folded parchment:

 
Come at once to my room in the House of the Vestals. Ignore the danger, I beg you. My honour is at stake and I dare not confide in anyone else. Only you can help me. Destroy this note after you have read it.

FABIA

 

I pondered it for a while. ‘Did you send this note, Fabia?’

‘Never!’

‘How was it delivered to you, Catilina?’

‘A messenger came to my house on the Palatine, a hired boy from the streets.’

‘Are you in the habit of receiving messages from Vestals?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Yet you believed this message to be genuine. Were you not surprised to receive such an intimate communication from a Vestal?’

He smiled indulgently. ‘The Vestals live a chaste life, Gordianus, not a secluded one. It shouldn’t surprise you that I know Fabia. We’re both from old families. We’ve met at the theatre, in the Forum, at private dinners. I have even, though rarely, and always in daylight and in the presence of chaperones, visited her here in the House of the Vestals; we share an interest in Greek poets and Arretine vases. Our behaviour in public has always been above reproach. Yes, I was surprised to receive her message, but only because it was so alarming.’

‘Yet you chose to do as it requested – to come here in the middle of the night, to flout the laws of men and gods?’

He laughed softly. The blackness of his beard made his smile all the more dazzling. ‘Really, Gordianus, what better excuse to break those laws could a man ever hope for, than to come to the rescue of a Vestal in distress? Of course I came!’ His face grew sober. ‘I realize now that I probably did not come alone.’

‘You were followed?’

‘At the time, I wasn’t sure; walking alone in Rome at night, one always tends to imagine lurkers in the shadows. But yes, I think I may have been followed.’

‘By one man, or many?’

He shrugged.

‘By this man?’ I indicated the corpse.

Catilina shrugged again. ‘I’ve never seen him before.’

‘He’s certainly dressed for stalking – a black cloak with a black hood to cover his head. Where is the weapon that killed him?’

‘Did you not see it?’ He pushed back the curtains again and indicated a dagger that lay in a pool of blood farther down the passage. I fetched a lamp and examined it.

‘A very nasty-looking blade – as long as a man’s hand and half as wide, so sharp that even through the blood the edge glitters. Your knife, Catilina?’

‘Of course not! I didn’t kill him.’

‘Then who did?’

‘If we knew that, you wouldn’t be here!’ He rolled his eyes and then smiled, as sweetly as a child. At that moment it was hard to imagine him slitting another man’s throat.

‘If this dagger doesn’t belong to you, Catilina, then where is your knife?’

‘I have no knife.’

‘What? You went walking across Rome on a moonless night and carried no weapon?’

He nodded.

‘Catilina, how am I to believe you?’

‘Believe me or not. The House of the Vestals is only a short walk from my house, through what is, after all, one of the better neighbourhoods in the city. I don’t like to carry a knife. I’m always cutting my fingers.’ The half smile flickered on his lips again.

‘Perhaps you should continue with your story of the night’s events. A fabricated note summoned you here. You arrived at the entrance – ’

‘ – to find the doors open wide, as usual. I must admit, it took some courage to step across the threshold, but all was quiet and so far as I could tell no one saw me. I have some knowledge of the layout of this place, from visiting it in daylight; I came directly to this room and found Fabia sitting in her chair, reading. She seemed surprised to see me, I must admit.’

‘You must believe him,’ said Fabia, speaking chiefly to Licinia. ‘I would never have sent such a note. I had no idea he was coming.’

‘And then what happened?’ I said.

Catilina shrugged. ‘We shared a quiet laugh together.’

‘You found the situation funny?’

‘Why not? I’m always playing jokes on my friends, and they on me. I assumed that one of them had tricked me into coming here, of all places. You must agree it’s rich!’

‘Except that I see a dead body on the floor.’

‘Yes, that,’ he said, wrinkling his nose. ‘I was preparing to go – oh yes, I lingered for a few moments, savouring the delicious danger of the situation; what man would not? – and then there came a terrible cry from behind that curtain. The sort of sound a man makes, I suppose, when he’s having his throat cut. I pulled back the curtain, and there he was, writhing on the floor.’

‘You saw no sign of the murderer?’

‘Only the knife on the floor, still spinning about in that pool of blood.’

‘You didn’t pursue the killer?’

‘I confess that I was paralysed with shock. A few moments later, of course, the Vestals began arriving.’

‘The cry was heard all over the house,’ said Licinia. ‘I arrived first. The others came soon after.’

‘And what did you see?’

‘The body, of course; and Fabia and Catilina huddled together . . .’

‘Can you be more precise?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Licinia, you force me to be crude. How were they dressed?’

‘Why, exactly as they are now! Catilina in his tunic, Fabia in her vestments.’

‘And the bed – ’

‘ – was just as you see it: unslept-in. If you are insinuating – ’

‘I insinuate nothing, Licinia; I only wish to see the event exactly as it occurred.’

‘And quite a sight it was,’ said Catilina, his eyelids droopy. ‘A bloody corpse, a dagger, six Vestals swooning all around – what an extraordinary moment, when you think of it! How many men can claim to have been at the centre of such a wild and sensual tableau?’

‘Catilina, you are absurd!’ said Rufus, with disgust.

‘No one saw the killer escaping? Neither you, Licinia, nor any of the others?’

‘No. To be sure, the courtyard was dark, as it is now. But I lost no time in sending one of the slave girls to close and bar the door.’

‘Then it’s possible that you trapped the villain here in the house?’

‘So I hoped. But we’ve searched the premises already and found no one.’

‘Then he escaped; unless, of course, Catilina invented him altogether . . .’

‘No!’ cried Fabia. ‘Catilina speaks the truth. It happened just as he says.’

Catilina turned up his palms and raised his eyebrows. ‘There you have it, Gordianus. Would a Vestal lie?’

‘Catilina, this is not a joke. You must realize how the circumstances appear. Who else but you had cause to murder this intruder?’

To this he had no reply.

‘I’m no expert in religious law,’ I said, ‘but it’s hard to imagine a more serious offence than committing murder in the House of the Vestals. Even if you can somehow explain away your presence here tonight – and few judges would find a forged note or a practical joke an adequate excuse – the fact of the corpse remains. In an ordinary murder case, a Roman citizen has the option of fleeing to some foreign land rather than face trial and punishment; but when desecration is involved, the authorities have no option for leniency. Unless of course you flee the city tonight . . .’

He fixed me with a steady gaze. His eyes seemed impossibly blue, as if blue flames danced behind them. ‘Though I may joke and make riddles, Gordianus, never doubt that I understand the circumstance in which I find myself. No, I will not flee Rome like a frightened cur and leave a young Vestal to face a charge of iniquity alone.’

Fabia began to weep.

Catilina bit his lip. ‘If this was more than a practical joke – and the corpse is proof of that – then I think I might know who is behind it.’

‘That would be a start. Who?’

‘The same man who is behind the prosecution against Licinia and Crassus. His name is Publius Clodius. Do you know him?’

‘I know of him, certainly. A rabble-rouser, troublemaker – ’

‘And a personal enemy of mine. A constant schemer. A man of such low moral character that he would have no qualms about involving the Vestal Virgins in a plot to bring down his enemies.’

‘So you suspect Publius Clodius of luring you here with a forged message, and of having you followed. But why would he send his man in after you? Why not have him raise the alarm from outside the house, trapping you inside? We still have no motive for this man’s murder.’

Catilina shrugged. ‘I can tell you no more.’

I shook my head. ‘I’ll do what I can. I’ll want to question the other Vestals and whatever slaves were in the house tonight; that can wait for morning. I may be able to track down the boy who brought you that message, and thus trace it back to Clodius, or whomever. I may be able to ferret out the man or men who followed you on your way here tonight, if they exist; they might be induced to tell what they know about the dead man and his reason for being here. All this is no more than circumstantial, I fear, but I might uncover something of use for your defence, Catilina. Still, it looks very bad. I see nothing more to be done tonight, except perhaps to make another search of the premises.’

‘We searched already, and found nothing,’ Licinia said.

‘But we could search again,’ said Fabia. ‘Please, Virgo Maxima?’

‘Very well,’ said Licinia sternly. ‘Summon some of the slave girls, and see that they’re armed with knives from the kitchens. We’ll look again in every corner and crevice.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ said Catilina. ‘To protect you,’ he added, looking at Fabia. ‘The man we’re looking for is a desperate murderer, after all.’

Licinia scowled, but did not protest.

 

In the moonless courtyard, beneath the colonnade, I paused to let my eyes adjust to the darkness. Rufus bumped against me. I stumbled and kicked a pebble that skittered across the stones. The sound seemed loud in the stillness. From the pool came a tiny splash.

The noise startled me and made my heart race. Only that frog again, I thought. Still, I saw phantoms in the shadows, and shook my head at such imaginings. In just such a way, I thought, Catilina might have imagined being followed by men who were not there. Even so, I felt in some way that Rufus and I were not alone in the courtyard. The faint chanting of the Vestals from the nearby temple seemed to hover in the still air above us. I sat on a bench, close by the reeds at the edge of the pond, and gazed at the stars that spangled its black surface.

Rufus sat beside me. ‘What do you think, Gordianus?’

‘I think we are in deep waters.’

‘Do you believe Catilina?’

‘Do you?’

‘Not for a moment! The man is false to the core, all charm and no substance.’

‘Ah, you compare him to Cicero, perhaps, and find him wanting.’

‘Exactly.’

‘And yet it seems true to his character that he would respond to such a reckless letter for the sheer novelty, does it not? That part of the story seems credible; or is he so devious as to devise such a letter himself, to use as a ruse if needed?’

‘He’s certainly wicked enough!’

‘I’m not sure of that. As for his innocence of the murder, I’m impressed by his detail of finding the knife still spinning about in the pool of blood. It seems too striking a detail to be invented on the spot.’

‘You underestimate his cleverness, Gordianus.’

‘Or perhaps you underestimate his nobleness. What if it was Fabia who murdered the intruder, and Catilina is lying to protect her?’

‘Now that is truly absurd, Gordianus! The girl is frail and timid – ’

‘And very much in love with Catilina. Did you not see that, Rufus? Might she have killed in a frenzy to protect her lover?’

‘This is too fantastic, Gordianus.’

‘Perhaps you’re right. The murmur of distant chanting and the pool fall of stars carry me away. I even find myself considering the possibility that it was Licinia who wielded the knife . . .’

‘The Virgo Maxima! But for what purpose?’

‘To deflect attention from her own impending trial. To take vengeance on the young lovers – assuming they are lovers – because she is insanely jealous of them. Or to protect them, by killing the man sent to spy on them – because she grows more sentimental as she grows older, like myself. Except that her plan failed when the man cried out and the other Vestals came running . . .’

‘Deep waters,’ Rufus agreed. ‘Can we ever find the truth?’

‘In bits and pieces,’ I said, ‘and perhaps by looking where we don’t expect to find it.’ I rubbed my eyes and fought to stifle a yawn. I closed my eyes – for just an instant, I thought . . .

I awoke with a start at the touch of a hand on my shoulder, and looked up to see Catilina.

‘The search . . . ?’ I said.

‘Fruitless. We looked behind every curtain, under every couch, inside every chamber pot.’

I nodded. ‘Then I’ll return to my house now, if Licinia will be kind enough to send some litter-bearers to the foot of the stairs. I’ll wait on the steps outside.’ I began to walk towards the great barred doors. ‘I suppose this is the only time I shall ever be inside this place, at such an hour of the night. It has been a memorable experience.’

‘Not too unpleasant, I hope,’ said Catilina. He lowered his voice. ‘You’ll do what you can for me, yes? Go snooping on my behalf, locate that messenger boy, uncover what you can about Clodius and his schemes? I don’t forget my friends, Gordianus. Sometime in the future I’ll repay you.’

‘Of course,’ I said, and thought: If you have a future, Catilina.

The Vestal who had admitted us came to unbar the door. She kept her eyes averted, especially from Catilina.

As the door swung open, I heard a liquid plop from the pond. I smiled at the Vestal. ‘The frogs are restless tonight.’

She shook her head wearily. ‘There are no frogs in the pond,’ she said.

The door closed behind me. I heard the bar fall. I walked slowly down the steps. A sudden wind blew through the Forum, carrying the smell of rain. I looked up and saw the stars begin to vanish one by one behind a mantle of black clouds coming from the west.

Suddenly I realized the truth.

I ran up the steps and knocked on the door, at first softly. When there was no answer I banged my fist against it.

The door gave a shudder and opened. I slipped inside. The Vestal frowned at me, confused. Catilina and Fabia stood beside the pool, with Licinia and Rufus nearby. I walked to them quickly, feeling the full strangeness of the starlight, the distant chanting, the atmosphere of sanctity and death within the forbidden walls.

‘The murderer is still here, within the house,’ I said. ‘Here in our very presence!’

Suspicious glances passed from eye to eye. Licinia stepped back. Even Fabia and Catilina drew apart.

‘Do you still have the knives you carried for your search?’

Licinia produced a kitchen knife from the folds of her stola, as did Fabia.

‘And you, Rufus?’

He pulled out a short dagger, as did I. Only Catilina was without a weapon.

I walked to the edge of the pool. ‘When I entered the House of the Vestals, I saw reeds growing from the centre of the pool – only from the centre. Yet these reeds are very near the edge. Something keeps softly splashing, yet there are no frogs in the pond.’ I reached for the hollow reeds, jerked them from the water and threw them onto the paving stones.

A moment later a man emerged from the water, sputtering and choking. He bolted and slipped, struggling against the encumbrance of the sodden woollen cloak that hung on him like a coat of mail. The cloak was black and hooded, like the one his confederate had worn. In the darkness he looked like a monster made of blackness, emerging from a pool of nightmare. Then something swung through space, glittering in the starlight. He staggered towards me, wielding his dagger.

It was Catilina, weaponless though he was, who threw himself on the assassin. The two of them tumbled into the water. Rufus and I ran after them into the pool, but amid the foaming chaos it was impossible to strike a blow.

Then the struggle was over, as abruptly as it had begun. Catilina rose onto his hands and knees, water dripping from his beard, his eyes open wide, as if he had surprised even himself with what he had done. The assassin lay writhing in the water, surrounded by an effusion that even in the dark water could not be mistaken for anything but blood; the stars reflected in its murk were fiery red.

‘Help me pull him from the water,’ I said. ‘Quickly, Rufus!’

We dragged the man onto the paving stones. His knife was plunged hilt-deep into his heart. His fingers still gripped the handle. His eyes were open wide. He shuddered and twitched occasionally, but his face – broad-nosed, beetle-browed, shadowed with stubble – was oddly peaceful. The household slaves, alerted by the noise, gathered around. From the Temple of Vesta, the priestesses continued to chant, oblivious.

Like Cicero – like Catilina, I suspect – I am not a particularly religious man. Yet it seems to me that Jupiter himself showed his favour to Catilina at that moment. Would the assassin have confessed before he died, had not a thin filament of Jupiter’s own lightning bolted across the sky?

The dying man saw it. His eyes grew wider. Rufus crouched over him and touched the man’s hand where it gripped the pommel of his dagger. ‘I am an augur,’ he said, with a tone of authority that far exceeded his years. Despite his shock of red hair, his freckles and bright brown eyes, he did not look at all like a boy to me in that instant. ‘I read the auspices.’

‘The lightning . . .’ the man groaned.

‘On your right-hand side; the hand that grips the dagger in your heart.’

‘A bad omen? Tell me, augur!’

‘The gods have come for you – ’

‘Oh no!’

‘Look where they will find you, in the House of the Vestals, with the blood of the man you murdered still warm. They will be angry – ’

Another bolt of lightning shattered the sky. The heavens rumbled.

‘I have been an impious man! I have offended the gods terribly!’

‘Yes, and you had best appease them while you can. Confess what you have done, here in the presence of the Virgo Maxima.’

The man convulsed, so violently that I thought he would die then and there. But after a moment he rallied. ‘Forgive me . . .’

‘Why did you come here?’

‘I followed Catilina.’

‘On whose orders?’

‘Publius Clodius.’ (‘I knew it!’ whispered Catilina.)

‘What was your purpose?’

‘We were to follow him into this house, unseen. We were to spy upon him in the Vestal’s room. I was to wait until the most compromising moment – except that they never took their clothes off!’ He laughed sharply, and gasped with pain.

‘And then?’

‘Then I was to kill Gnaeus.’

‘The man who came with you?’

‘Yes.’

‘But why? Why kill your partner?’

‘How better to ruin Catilina beyond hope, than to have him caught naked with a Vestal, along with a corpse and a bloody dagger? Except that they wouldn’t . . . take off . . . their clothes!’ He barked out another laugh. Blood ran from the corner of his mouth. ‘So . . . finally . . . I went ahead and slit Gnaeus’ throat. The poor fool never expected it! Then I was to escape in silence, and raise an alarm outside the doors. But I never counted on Gnaeus making so loud a scream! I dropped my knife – as Clodius told me to do, to be sure there was a weapon to incriminate Catilina. Then I took Gnaeus’ knife, and ran to the courtyard. Suddenly lamps began to appear from everywhere, blocking my way to the doors. I remembered a trick my old centurion taught me in the army – I slipped into the pool, as quiet as a water snake, and cut a reed to breathe through. When I came up after a while to see how things stood, the doors had been closed and barred, with a Vestal guarding it! I slipped back under the water again and waited. It’s like death beneath the water, staring up at the black sky and all those stars . . .’

Lightning danced all around us, both to the right and the left. There was a great crack of thunder and the sky split open above our heads to release a torrent of rain. The assassin gave a final convulsion, stiffened, and then grew limp.

 

As all Rome knows, the trials of the Vestals Licinia and Fabia and their alleged paramours ended in acquittals all around.

Licinia and Crassus were tried simultaneously. Crassus’ defence was novel but effective. His reason for passionately pursuing Licinia, it turned out, was not lust, but simple greed. It seems that she owned a villa on the outskirts of the city which he was determined to purchase at a bargain. It is a measure of Crassus’ reputation for avarice that the judges accepted this excuse without question. Crassus was publicly embarrassed and made the butt of jokes for a season; but I am told that he went on badgering Licinia until he finally acquired the property at the price he wanted.

The separate trials of Fabia and Catilina quickly descended into political name-calling. Cicero remained noticeably absent from the proceedings, but some of the most respected orators in Rome spoke for the defence, including Piso, Catulus and – probably the only man in Rome reputed to be more impervious to sexual temptation than Cicero – Marcus Cato. It was Cato who made such bold insinuations about the machinations of Clodius (unprovable, since the assassins were dead and the murder had been hushed up, but damaging nonetheless) that Clodius found it convenient to flee Rome and spend several months down in Baiae, waiting for the furore to pass. Afterwards, Cicero privately thanked Cato for defending his sister-in-law’s honour. Cato haughtily replied that he did not do it for Fabia, but for the good of Rome. What a pair of prigs!

Catilina was acquitted as well. The insistence that he and Fabia were discovered fully dressed weighed heavily in his favour. For my own part, I remain undecided about his guilt or innocence in regard to seducing Fabia. It seems strange to me that he should have spent so much time courting a young woman sworn to chastity, unless his intentions were base; and how did Clodius know that Catilina would respond to a forged note from Fabia, unless he had reason to believe that the two were already lovers? The assassin’s repeated lament that they would not take off their clothes might seem, on the surface, to vindicate Catilina and Fabia; but there are a great many things that two people can do while still, more or less, fully dressed.

Catilina’s intentions and motivations remain a mystery to me. Only time will tell what sort of character he truly is.

Long after the trials were over, I received an unexpected gift from the Virgo Maxima – a scroll containing the collected poems of Sappho. Eco, seventeen now and a student of Greek, declares it his favourite book, though I am not sure he is quite old enough to appreciate its manifold subtleties. I like to take it from the shelf myself sometimes, especially on long, moonless nights, and read from it softly aloud:

 
The moon is set, and set are
The Pleiades; and midnight
Soon; so, and the hour departing:
And I, on my bed – alone.
 

That passage in particular makes me think of Licinia, alone in her room in the House of the Vestals.




THE LIFE AND TIMES OF GORDIANUS THE FINDER: A PARTIAL CHRONOLOGY

 



 

This list places the stories in this volume and the novels (published so far) of the Roma sub Rosa series in chronological order, along with certain seminal events such as births and deaths. Seasons, months or (where it is possible to know) specific dates of occurrence are given in parentheses.

 

 

 
	
BC

	
110

	
Gordianus born at Rome


	
 

	
108

	
Catilina born


	
 

	
106

	
Cicero born near Arpinum (3 January)


	
 

	
 

	
Bethesda born at Alexandria


	
 

	
100

	
Julius Caesar born (traditional date)


	
 

	
90

	
Events of ‘The Alexandrian Cat’


	
 

	
 

	
Gordianus meets the philosopher Dio and Bethesda in Alexandria


	
 

	
 

	
Eco born at Rome


	
 

	
84

	
Catullus born near Verona


	
 

	
82–80

	
Dictatorship of Sulla


	
 

	
80

	
Roman Blood (May); the trial of Sextus Roscius with Cicero defending


	
 

	
 

	
‘Death Wears a Mask’ (15–16 September)


	
 

	
 

	
Bethesda tells Gordianus ‘The Tale of the Treasure House’ (summer)


	
 

	
79

	
Meto born


	
 

	
78

	
Sulla dies


	
 

	
 

	
‘A Will Is a Way’ (18–28 May); Gordianus meets Lucius Claudius


	
 

	
 

	
‘The Lemures’ (October)


	
 

	
 

	
Julius Caesar captured by pirates (winter)


	
 

	
77

	
‘Little Caesar and the Pirates’ (spring–August); Gordianus meets Belbo


	
 

	
 

	
‘The Disappearance of the Saturnalia Silver’ (December)


	
 

	
76

	
‘King Bee and Honey’ (late April)


	
 

	
74

	
Oppianicus is tried and convicted on numerous charges


	
 

	
 

	
Gordianus tells Lucius Claudius the story of ‘The Alexandrian Cat’ (summer)


	
 

	
73

	
‘The House of the Vestals’ (spring)


	
 

	
 

	
Spartacus slave revolt begins (September)


	
 

	
72

	
Oppianicus is murdered


	
 

	
 

	
Arms of Nemesis (September); the murder of Lucius Licinius at Baiae


	
 

	
71

	
Final defeat of Spartacus (March)


	
 

	
70

	
Gordiana (Diana) born to Gordianus and Bethesda at Rome (August)


	
 

	
 

	
Virgil born


	
 

	
67

	
Pompey clears the seas of piracy


	
 

	
63

	
Catilina’s Riddle (story begins 1 June 63, epilogue ends August 58); the consulship of Cicero and the conspiracy of Catilina


	
 

	
60

	
Titus and Titania (the twins) born to Eco and Menenia at Rome (spring)


	
 

	
 

	
Caesar, Pompey and Crassus form the First Triumvirate


	
 

	
56

	
The Venus Throw (January to 5 April); the murder of the philosopher Dio


	
 

	
55

	
Pompey builds the first permanent theatre in Rome


	
 

	
52

	
A Murder on the Appian Way (18 January to April); the murder of Clodius and the burning of the Senate House







HISTORICAL NOTES

 



 

The novels which feature Gordianus the Finder have all, so far, taken place a number of years apart, with gaps of from four years to nine years between them. Not all readers have found these leaps forward in time to their liking. For one thing, Gordianus has seemed to age, and his children to grow up, so very fast. (One might argue that this is an instance of realism, since the same disquieting sense of rapidly passing time takes place in real life.) Readers of mystery series, especially, seem to prefer a more glacial progress, with one book ending and the next beginning, ideally, the very next morning – not several years later!

My idea in writing the Roma Sub Rosa series has been to create a fictional portrait of the last tumultuous years of the Roman Republic, covering the great arc of time from the dictatorship of Sulla in 80 BC down to the assassination of Julius Caesar in 44 BC, and perhaps beyond. The inclusion of a mystery plot at the centre of each novel has posed no problem, as the sources offer no shortage of stabbings, poisonings, murder trials, and other assorted mayhem. However, I have also sought to build each book around a highly significant historical event, with an implicit theme large enough to support a full-scale historical novel – Sulla’s dictatorship and Cicero’s debut (Roman Blood), the slave revolt of Spartacus (Arms of Nemesis), Cicero’s consulship and the Catilinarian conspiracy (Catilina’s Riddle), the trial of Caelius Rufus and the decadent ‘lost generation’ of Clodia and Catullus (The Venus Throw), and the murder of Clodius, the trial of Milo, and the beginning of the end of the Republic as it teeters on the brink of civil war (A Murder on the Appian Way). Such a scheme has so far necessitated spacing the novels a few or several years apart. This may change with future volumes, however, as war erupts between Pompey and Caesar and notable events begin to crowd more closely together. Perhaps Gordianus can begin to age a bit more slowly, enjoying his hard-won wisdom.

Sometimes in my readings and research, I come across intriguing mysteries and bits of information which are not of a scale to justify a novel, but are fascinating nonetheless. That’s where the short stories come in.

Reading Cicero’s oration for Cluentius, I came across such a tidbit, which inspired the first Gordianus short story, ‘A Will Is a Way’. Oppianicus, Asuvius and Avillius, the case of the will, and the bribery of the commissioner Quintus Manilius all come straight out of Cicero’s speech. But, as Gordianus tells Lucius, ‘Villains like Oppianicus and the Fox eventually come to a bad end.’ Sure enough, four years after the case of the will, in 74 BC, Oppianicus was tried and convicted for numerous other crimes, and two years later he was himself murdered. (It is from Cicero’s defence of the man accused of killing Oppianicus that we know all these details, including the tiny portion of his speech which touches on the matter of Asuvius and the will.)

‘A Will Is a Way’ was the first of these stories to be written, but the first chronologically is ‘Death Wears a Mask’. It, too, was inspired by details from Cicero, specifically from his oration on behalf of the wealthy, famous comedian Quintus Roscius (one of the first show-business celebrity clients!) in a property litigation. There is some debate about the date of the murder involved (it may have been 81 rather than 80 BC); I chose to set it shortly after Roman Blood, during the annual Roman Festival in September, so as to take advantage of the theatre season and include some details of the ancient stage. (Interested readers may consult The Roman Stage by W. Beare, and the comedies of Plautus, which are fascinating for what they reveal about Roman ideas of ‘humour’.) Statilius, Roscius, Panurgus and Chaerea are all drawn directly from Cicero’s oration.

The very earliest action in the stories is of course to be found in the fable recited by Bethesda for Gordianus’ amusement, ‘The Tale of the Treasure House’. This ancient story can be found in Herodotus, Book II. I first became aware of it from Ellery Queen’s ‘Incunables’ (from the Latin incunabula, ‘swaddling-clothes’), a list of ancient literary forerunners of the modern detective story. It occurred to me that Gordianus himself might enjoy hearing a good detective story (set in the distant past, of course; Gordianus, like his creator, enjoys historical mysteries). Herodotus’s original version was recently anthologized as ‘The Thief versus King Rhampsinitus’ in Mike Ashley’s The Mammoth Book of Historical Whodunnits (Carroll & Graf, 1993). Readers may compare the differing versions, as told by Herodotus and by Bethesda.

‘Little Caesar and the Pirates’ and ‘The Alexandrian Cat’ were drawn from true stories in ancient sources that I transmuted for my own ends. Beginning in roughly 80 BC, their ranks swollen by refugees from the Roman civil war, pirates became an increasingly dangerous presence in the Mediterranean, and numerous Roman commanders were dispatched to bring them under control; it was Pompey who finally succeeded, but not until 67 BC. Julius Caesar’s abduction by pirates, as recounted by Lucius Claudius in the story, is a famous incident to be found in Plutarch and Suetonius. The kidnapping in ‘Little Caesar’ may be seen as a ‘copycat’ crime, with a ruthless and conniving perpetrator behind it.

‘The Alexandrian Cat’ was inspired by a hair-raising tale found in Diodorus Siculus. I retained the basic details but moved the incident back in time from 60 to 90 BC (when Gordianus himself was in Alexandria). Having been severely chided by certain mystery fans for the killing of a cat in one of my novels, I felt perversely compelled to do it again. (I was only being true to Diodorus Siculus!) Let me assure readers that I am a devout cat lover, with two felines in my own household named for favourite fictional detectives, Hildegarde Whiskers and Oscar Pooper. (Stuart Palmer fans, a rare breed themselves, will understand.) Please note that a cat plays a major role in the discovery of the criminal.

Of all the stories in this volume, ‘The House of the Vestals’ required the most extensive research, and yielded perhaps the greatest gratification to the author, who felt quite the sleuth after tracking down so many tantalizingly incomplete details in so many sources, some of them quite obscure. The details regarding the punishment of straying Vestals are authentic, and there was indeed a trial in 73 BC in which all the parties mentioned in ‘The House of the Vestals’ were involved. Sources include fleeting references in Cicero’s Brutus, In Toga Candida, and his third speech against Catilina; Plutarch’s Lives of Crassus and Cato the Younger; Sallust’s Conspiracy of Catilina; Asconius; and Orosius. Ironically, in his later propaganda war against Catilina, Cicero’s kinship with Fabia (and his deference to Crassus) precluded him from being able to mention the scandalous trial of 73 (except in an oblique and roundabout way).

The remaining three stories are not based on specific historical events, but rather flesh out details of Roman daily life which have intrigued me.

‘King Bee and Honey’ was largely inspired by Virgil’s Georgics, Book IV (‘I will sing of the heavenly gifts of aerial honey . . .’). All the bee lore is authentically Roman, including the guardian presence of Priapus at the hives. And the Romans did use the Latin word for honey (mel) as a term of endearment, much as we do.

The peculiarly Roman belief in ghosts inspired ‘The Lemures’. The story also draws on Pliny for certain pharmacological details.

‘The Disappearance of the Saturnalia Silver’ celebrates the Roman midwinter festival, certain traditions of which have survived down to the present in various cultures, as in our own Yuletide exchange of gifts. I quote from my constant companion, the 1869 edition of William Smith’s Dictionary of Greek & Roman Antiquities:

 
All ranks devoted themselves to feasting and mirth, presents were interchanged among friends . . . and crowds thronged the streets . . .
Many of the peculiar customs exhibited a remarkable resemblance to the sports of our own Christmas and of the Italian Carnival. Thus on the Saturnalia, public gambling was allowed by the aediles, just as in the days of our ancestors the most rigid were wont to countenance card-playing on Christmas-eve; the whole population threw off the toga, wore a loose gown . . . and walked about with the pileus on their heads, which reminds us of the dominoes, the peaked caps, and other disguises worn by masques and mummers . . . and lastly, one of the amusements in private society was the election of a mock king, which at once calls to recollection the characteristic ceremony of Twelfth-night.
 

Curiously, while ‘The Alexandrian Cat’ was anthologized in a topical collection called Mystery Cats 3 (Signet, 1995), and ‘The Lemures’ was anthologized in a seasonal collection called Murder for Halloween (Mysterious, 1994), my hope to see ‘The Disappearance of the Saturnalia Silver’ anthologized in a Christmas collection has so far gone unfulfilled. It is, after all, a Christmas-time murder mystery – even if it is set seventy-seven years before Christ!
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Natura inest in mentibus nostris insatiabilis quaedam cupiditas veri videndi.
 
(Nature has planted in our minds an insatiable longing to see the truth.)
 

– Marcus Tullius Cicero,
Tusculan Disputations

 




PREFACE

 



 

Gordianus the Finder, detective of ancient Rome, was introduced in a novel called Roman Blood, first published in 1991.

Over the course of the eight subsequent novels and eighteen short stories of the Roma Sub Rosa series, Gordianus has progressed from the age of thirty to the age of sixty-one. His concubine, Bethesda, has become his wife, and his family has expanded to include a daughter, two adopted sons (one born a slave), and four grandchildren (‘a typically Roman extended family,’ as the classicist Mary Beard commented in the Times Literary Supplement). He has rubbed elbows with the most famous men and women of his time, including Caesar, Cicero, Marc Antony, Pompey, Crassus, and Cleopatra. He has taken part (usually behind the scenes) in many of the most important events of his era, witnessing the final decades of the Roman Republic as it disintegrates into the civil wars that ultimately will give rise to the empire of the Caesars.

Through it all, Gordianus’ adventures and investigations have been followed by readers in fifteen languages, and a fair number of these readers (thanks to the invention of e-mail) have seen fit to contact his creator with comments, questions, words of encouragement, and notification of the occasional typographical error.

The first nine short stories about Gordianus (all of which take place in the eight-year period between the first two novels, Roman Blood and Arms of Nemesis) were assembled in a collection titled The House of the Vestals. Since that book was published, nine more short stories have been written; readers will find them collected in these pages. Like the stories in The House of the Vestals, all these tales take place early in Gordianus’ career. Often at his side, rapidly growing up, is Eco, the mute boy he met in Roman Blood. Also here is Bethesda, Gordianus’ Jewish-Egyptian concubine, who eventually becomes his wife. Frequently conferring with Gordianus is his good friend and patron, Lucius Claudius. Cicero, the great lion of the Roman law courts, makes several appearances. Sertorius, the rebel general who set up a rival Roman state in Spain, casts a shadow across the book’s beginning and end, and makes an appearance in ‘The White Fawn.’ Two towering figures of the late Republic who have figured very little in the novels, Lucullus and Cato, appear in the collection’s final story.

One of the joys of writing the Gordianus short stories is the chance to explore various aspects of Roman life and history which simply have not come up in the novels. In these pages, readers will learn about gladiator combats, chariot racing, and the role of the Roman censor, as well as some curious facts regarding food – the making of garum (the fish-pickle sauce essential to Roman cuisine), the origin of Cicero’s famous epigram about a piece of cake, and the first appearance of cherries in Rome. (Regarding this last, somewhat touchy subject, see more details in the historical notes at the end of the book.)

The setting of most of the stories is the teeming, beautiful, endlessly fascinating, endlessly wicked city of Rome, but Gordianus’ investigations also take him to Spain, Sicily, the Bay of Naples, and across the breadth of Italy.

The stories are presented in chronological order. At the back of the book, readers will find a detailed chronology, which incorporates all the short stories and novels, along with some notes on historical sources.




THE CONSUL’S WIFE

 



 

‘Honestly,’ muttered Lucius Claudius, his nose buried in a scroll, ‘if you go by these accounts in the Daily Acts, you’d think Sertorius was a naughty schoolboy, and his rebellion in Spain a harmless prank. When will the consuls realize the gravity of the situation? When will they take action?’

I cleared my throat.

Lucius Claudius lowered the little scroll and raised his bushy red eyebrows. ‘Gordianus! By Hercules, you got here in a hurry! Take a seat.’

I looked about for a chair, then remembered where I was. In the garden of Lucius Claudius, visitors did not fetch furniture. Visitors sat, and a chair would be slipped beneath them. I stepped into the spot of sunlight where Lucius sat basking, and folded my knees. Sure enough, a chair caught my weight. I never even saw the attendant slave.

‘Something to drink, Gordianus? I myself am enjoying a cup of hot broth. Too early in the day for wine, even watered.’

‘Noon is hardly early, Lucius. Not for those of us who’ve been up since dawn.’

‘Since dawn?’ Lucius grimaced at such a distasteful notion. ‘A cup of wine for you, then? And some nibbles?’

I raised my hand to wave away the offer, and found it filled with a silver cup, into which a pretty slavegirl poured a stream of Falernian wine. A little tripod table appeared at my left hand, bearing a silver platter embossed with images of dancing nymphs and strewn with olives, dates and almonds.

‘Care for a bit of the Daily? I’m finished with the sporting news.’ Lucius nodded towards a clutter of little scrolls on the table beside him. ‘They say the Whites have finally got their act together this season. New chariots, new horses. Should give the Reds a run for the prizes in tomorrow’s races.’

I laughed out loud. ‘What a life you lead, Lucius Claudius. Up at noon, then lolling about your garden reading your own private copy of the Daily Acts.’

Lucius raised an eyebrow. ‘Merely sensible, if you ask me. Who wants to elbow through a crowd in the Forum, squinting and peering past strangers to read the Daily on the posting boards? Or worse, listen to some clown read the items out loud, inserting his own witty comments.’

‘But that’s the whole point of the Daily,’ I argued. ‘It’s a social activity. People take a break from the hustle and bustle of the Forum, gather round the posting boards and discuss whatever items interest them most – war news, marriages and births, chariot races, curious omens. It’s the highlight of many a man’s day, perusing the Daily and arguing politics or horses with fellow citizens. One of the cosmopolitan pleasures of city life.’

Lucius shuddered. ‘No thank you! My way is better. I send a couple of slaves down to the Forum an hour before posting time. As soon as the Daily goes up, one of them reads it aloud from beginning to end and the other takes dictation with a stylus on wax tablets. Then they hurry home, transcribe the words to parchment, and by the time I’m up and about, my private copy of the Daily is here waiting for me in the garden, the ink still drying in the sun. A comfy chair, a sunny spot, a hearty cup of broth, and my own copy of the Daily Acts – I tell you, Gordianus, there’s no more civilized way to start the day.’

I popped an almond into my mouth. ‘It all seems rather antisocial to me, not to mention extravagant. The cost of parchment alone!’

‘Squinting at wax tablets gives me eyestrain.’ Lucius sipped his broth. ‘Anyway, I didn’t ask you here to critique my personal pleasures, Gordianus. There’s something in the Daily that I want you to see.’

‘What, the news about that rebellious Roman general terrorizing Spain?’

‘Quintus Sertorius!’ Lucius shifted his considerable bulk. ‘He’ll soon have the whole Iberian Peninsula under his control. The natives there hate Rome, but they adore Sertorius. What can our two consuls be thinking, failing to bring military assistance to the provincial government? Decimus Brutus, much as I love the old bookworm, is no fighter, I’ll grant you; hard to imagine him leading an expedition. But his fellow consul Lepidus is a military veteran; fought for Sulla in the Civil War. How can those two sit idly on their behinds while Sertorius creates a private kingdom for himself in Spain?’

‘All that’s in the Daily Acts?’ I asked.

‘Of course not!’ Lucius snorted. ‘Nothing but the official government line: situation under control, no cause for alarm. You’ll find more details about the obscene earnings of charioteers than you’ll find about Spain. What else can you expect? The Daily is a state organ put out by the government. Deci probably dictates every word of the war news himself.’

‘Deci?’

‘Decimus Brutus, of course; the consul.’ With his ancient patrician connections, Lucius tended to be on a first-name basis, sometimes on a pet-name basis, with just about everybody in power. ‘But you distract me, Gordianus. I didn’t ask you here to talk about Sertorius. Decimus Brutus, yes; Sertorius, no. Here, have a look at this.’ His bejewelled hand flitted over the pile and plucked a scroll for me to read.

‘Society gossip?’ I scanned the items. ‘A’s son engaged to B’s daughter . . . C plays host to D at his country villa . . . E shares her famous family recipe for egg custard dating back to the days when Romulus suckled the she-wolf.’ I grunted. ‘All very interesting, but I don’t see—’

Lucius leaned forwards and tapped at the scroll. ‘Read that part. Aloud.’

‘ “The bookworm pokes his head outside tomorrow. Easy prey for the sparrow, but partridges go hungry. Bright-eyed Sappho says: Be suspicious! A dagger strikes faster than lightning. Better yet: an arrow. Let Venus conquer all!” ’

Lucius sat back and crossed his fleshy arms. ‘What do you make of it?’

‘I believe it’s called a blind item; a bit of gossip conveyed in code. No proper names, only clues that are meaningless to the uninitiated. Given the mention of Venus, I imagine this particular item is about some illicit love affair. I doubt I’d know the names involved even if they were clearly spelled out. You’d be more likely than I to know what all this means, Lucius.’

‘Indeed. I’m afraid I do know, at least in part. That’s why I called you here today, Gordianus. I have a dear friend who needs your help.’

I raised an eyebrow. Lucius’ rich and powerful connections had yielded me lucrative work before; they had also put me in great danger. ‘What friend would that be, Lucius?’

He raised a finger. The slaves around us silently withdrew into the house. ‘Discretion, Gordianus. Discretion! Read the item again.’

‘ “The bookworm—” ’

‘And whom did I call a bookworm only a moment ago?’

I blinked. ‘Decimus Brutus, the consul.’

Lucius nodded. ‘Read on.’

‘ “The bookworm pokes his head outside tomorrow . . .” ’

‘Deci will venture to the Circus Maximus tomorrow, to watch the races from the consular box.’

‘ “Easy prey for the sparrow . . .” ’

‘Draw your own conclusion from that – especially with the mention of daggers and arrows later on!’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘You think there’s a plot against the consul’s life, based on a blind item in the Daily Acts? It seems far-fetched, Lucius.’

‘It’s not what I think. It’s what Deci himself thinks. The poor fellow’s in a state; came to my house and roused me out of bed an hour ago, desperate for advice. He needs someone to get to the bottom of this, quietly and quickly. I told him I knew just the man: Gordianus the Finder.’

‘Me?’ I scowled at an olive pit between my forefinger and thumb. ‘Since the Daily is a state organ, surely Decimus Brutus himself, as consul, is in the best position to determine where this item came from and what it really means. To start, who wrote it?’

‘That’s precisely the problem.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Do you see the part about “Sappho” and her advice?’

‘Yes.’

‘Gordianus, who do you think writes and edits the Daily Acts?’

I shrugged. ‘I never thought about it.’

‘Then I shall tell you. The consuls themselves dictate the items about politics and foreign policy, giving their own official viewpoint. The drier parts – trade figures, livestock counts and such – are compiled by clerks in the censor’s office. Sporting news comes from the magistrates in charge of the Circus Maximus. Augurs edit the stories that come in about weird lightning flashes, comets, curiously shaped vegetables and other omens. But who do you think oversees the society news – weddings and birth announcements, social engagements, “blind items,” as you call them?’

‘A woman named Sappho?’

‘A reference to the poet of ancient Lesbos. The consul’s wife is something of a poet herself.’

‘The wife of Decimus Brutus?’

‘She wrote that item.’ Lucius leaned forwards and lowered his voice. ‘Deci thinks she means to kill him, Gordianus.’

 

‘My wife . . .’ The consul cleared his throat noisily. He brushed a hand nervously through his silvery hair and paced back and forth across the large study, from one pigeonhole bookcase to another, his fingers idly brushing the little title tags that hung from the scrolls. Outside the library at Alexandria, I had never seen so many books in one place, not even in Cicero’s house.

The consul’s house was near the Forum, only a short walk from that of Lucius Claudius. I had been admitted at once; thanks to Lucius, my visit was expected. Decimus Brutus dismissed a cadre of secretaries and ushered me into his private study. He dispensed with formalities. His agitation was obvious.

‘My wife . . .’ He cleared his throat again. Decimus Brutus, highest magistrate in the land, used to giving campaign speeches in the Forum and orations in the courts, seemed unable to begin.

‘She’s certainly beautiful,’ I said, gazing at the portrait that graced one of the few spaces on the wall not covered by bookcases. It was a small picture, done in encaustic wax on wood, yet it dominated the room. A young woman of remarkable beauty gazed out from the picture. Strings of pearls adorned the masses of auburn hair done up with pearl-capped pins atop her head. More pearls hung from her ears and around her throat. The chaste simplicity of her jewellery contrasted with a glint in her green eyes that was challenging, aloof, almost predatory.

Decimus Brutus stepped closer to the painting. He lifted his chin and squinted, drawing so close that his nose practically brushed the wax.

‘Beautiful, yes,’ he murmured. ‘The artist didn’t capture even a fraction of her beauty. I married her for it; for that, and to have a son. Sempronia gave me both, her beauty and a baby boy. And do you know why she married me?’ The consul stepped disconcertingly close and peered at me. With another man, I would have taken such proximate scrutiny as an intimidation, but the myopic consul was merely straining to read my expression.

He sighed. ‘Sempronia married me for my books. I know, it sounds absurd – a woman who reads! – but there it is: she didn’t assent to the marriage until she saw this room, and that made up her mind. She’s read every volume here – more than I have! She even writes a bit herself – poetry and such. Her verses are too . . . passionate . . . for my taste.’

He cleared his throat again. ‘Sempronia, you see, is not like other women. Sometimes I think the gods gave her the soul of a man. She reads like a man. She converses like a man. She has her own motley circle of friends – poets, playwrights, dubious women. When Sempronia has them over, the witticisms roll off her tongue. She even appears to think. She has opinions, anyway. Opinions on everything – art, racing, architecture, even politics! And she has no shame. In the company of her little circle, she plays the lute – better than our best-trained slave, I have to admit. And she dances for them.’ He grimaced. ‘I told her such behaviour was indecent, completely unsuitable for a consul’s wife. She says that when she dances, the gods and goddesses speak through her body, and her friends understand what they see, even if I don’t. We’ve had so many rows, I’ve almost given up rowing about it.’

He sighed. ‘I’ll give her this: she’s not a bad mother. Sempronia has done a good job raising little Decimus. And despite her youth, her performance of official duties as consul’s wife has been impeccable. Nor has she shamed me publicly. She’s kept her . . . eccentricities . . . confined to this house. But . . .’

He seemed to run dry. His chin dropped to his chest.

‘One of her duties,’ I prompted him, ‘is to oversee society news in the Daily Acts, is it not?’

He nodded. He squinted for a moment at Sempronia’s portrait, then turned his back to it. ‘Lucius explained to you the cause for my concern?’

‘Only in the most discreet fashion.’

‘Then I shall be explicit. Understand, Finder, the subject is . . . acutely embarrassing. Lucius tells me you can keep your mouth shut. If I’m wrong, if my suspicions are unfounded, I can’t have news of my foolishness spread all over the Forum. And if I’m right – if what I suspect is true – I can afford the scandal even less.’

‘I understand, Consul.’

He stepped very close, peered at my face, and seemed satisfied. ‘Well, then . . . where to begin? With that damned charioteer, I suppose.’

‘A charioteer?’

‘Diocles. You’ve heard of him?’

I nodded. ‘He races for the Reds.’

‘I wouldn’t know. I don’t follow the sport. But I’m told that Diocles is quite famous. And rich, richer even than Roscius the actor. Scandalous, that racers and actors should be wealthier than senators nowadays. Our ancestors would be appalled!’

I doubted that my own ancestors would be quite as upset as those of Decimus Brutus, but I nodded and tried to bring him back to the subject. ‘This Diocles . . .’

‘One of my wife’s circle of friends. Only . . . closer than a friend.’

‘A suspicion, Consul? Or do you have sure knowledge?’

‘I have eyes in my head!’ He seemed to realize the irony of claiming his feeble eyesight as reliable witness, and sighed. ‘I never caught them in the act, if that’s what you mean. I have no proof. But every time she had her circle in this house, lolling about on couches and reciting to each other, the two of them seemed always to end up in a corner by themselves. Whispering . . . laughing . . .’ He ground his jaw. ‘I won’t be made a fool of, allowing my wife to sport with her lover under my own roof! I grew so furious the last time he was here, I . . . I made a scene. I chased them all out, and I told Sempronia that Diocles was never again to enter this house. When she protested, I commanded her never to speak with him again. I’m her husband. It’s my right to say with whom she can and cannot consort! Sempronia knows that. Why could she not simply defer to my will? Instead she had to argue. She badgered me like a harpy – I never heard such language from a woman! All the more evidence, if I needed any, that her relationship with that man was beyond decency. In the end, I banned her entire circle of friends, and I ordered Sempronia not to leave the house, even for official obligations. When her duties call, she simply has to say, “The consul’s wife regrets that illness prevents her.” It’s been like that for almost a month now. The tension in this house . . .’

‘But she does have one official duty left.’

‘Yes, her dictation of society items for the Daily Acts. She needn’t leave the house for that. Senators’ wives come calling – respectable visitors are still welcome – and they give her all the titbits she needs. If you ask me, the society section is terribly tedious, even more so than the sporting news. I give it no more than a quick glance to see if family are mentioned, and their names spelled correctly. Sempronia knows that. That’s why she thought she could send her little message to Diocles through the Daily Acts, undetected.’

He glanced at the portrait and worked his jaw back and forth. ‘It was the word “bookworm” that caught my eye. When we were first married, that was the pet name she gave me: “My old bookworm.” I suppose she calls me that behind my back now, laughing and joking with the likes of that charioteer!’

‘And “Sappho”?’

‘Her friends call her that sometimes.’

‘Why do you assume the blind item is addressed to Diocles?’

‘Despite my lack of interest in racing, I do know a thing or two about that particular charioteer – more than I care to! The name of his lead horse is Sparrow. How does the message start? “The bookworm pokes his head outside tomorrow. Easy prey for the sparrow . . .” Tomorrow I’ll be at the Circus Maximus, to make a public appearance at the races.’

‘And your wife?’

‘Sempronia will remain confined to this house. I have no intention of allowing her to publicly ogle Diocles in his chariot!’

‘Won’t you be surrounded by bodyguards?’

‘In the midst of such a throng, who knows what opportunities might arise for some “accident” to befall me? In the Forum or the Senate House I feel safe, but the Circus Maximus is Diocles’ territory. He must know every blind corner, every hiding place. And . . . there’s the matter of my eyesight. I’m more vulnerable than other men, and I know it. So does Sempronia. So must Diocles.’

‘Let me be sure I understand, Consul: You take this item to be a communication between your wife and Diocles, and the subject is a plot on your life . . . but you have no other evidence, and you want me to determine the truth of the matter?’

‘I’ll make it worth your while.’

‘Why turn to me, Consul? Surely a man like yourself has agents of his own, a finder he trusts to ferret out the truth about his allies and enemies.’

Decimus Brutus nodded haltingly.

‘Then why not give this mission to your own finder?’

‘I had such a fellow, yes. Called Scorpus. Not long after I banned Diocles from the house, I set Scorpus to find the truth about the charioteer and my wife.’

‘What did he discover?’

‘I don’t know. Some days ago, Scorpus went missing.’

‘Missing?’

‘Until yesterday. His body was fished out of the Tiber, downriver from Rome. Not a mark on him. They say he must have fallen in and drowned. Very strange.’

‘How so?’

‘Scorpus was an excellent swimmer.’

 

I left the consul’s house with a list of everyone Decimus Brutus could name from his wife’s inner circle, and a pouch full of silver. The pouch contained half my fee, the remainder to be paid upon the consul’s satisfaction. If his suspicions were correct, and if I failed him, I would never collect. Dead men pay no debts.

For the rest of the day and long into the night, I learned all I could about the consul’s wife and the charioteer. My friend Lucius Claudius might move among the rich and powerful, but I had contacts of my own. The best informants on Sempronia’s circle of intimates, I decided, would be found at the Senian Baths. Such a close-knit group would visit the baths socially, in couples or groups, the men going to their facility and the women to theirs. Massage and a hot soak loosen the tongue; the absence of the opposite gender engenders even greater candour. What masseurs, masseuses, water bearers, and towel boys fail to overhear is hardly worth knowing.

Were Diocles and Sempronia lovers? Maybe, maybe not. According to my informants at the baths, reporting second hand the gossip of Sempronia’s circle, Diocles was notorious for his sharp tongue, and Sempronia had an ear for cutting remarks; there might be nothing more to their relationship than whispering and laughing in corners. Sempronia chose her friends, male and female alike, because they amused her or pleased her eye or stimulated her intellect. No one considered her a slave to passion; the abandon with which she danced or declaimed her verses was only part of her persona, one small facet of the steel-willed girl who had made herself a consul’s wife and had read every volume in the consul’s study.

Regarding a plot against the consul, I heard not a whisper. Sempronia’s circle resented her confinement and their banishment from the consul’s house, but the impression passed on by the bathing attendants was more of amusement than of outrage. Sempronia’s friends considered Decimus Brutus a doddering, harmless fool. They playfully wagered among themselves how long it would take Sempronia to bend the old bookworm to her will and resume her social life.

One discovery surprised me. If I were to believe the bathing attendants, Sertorius, the renegade general in Spain, was a far hotter topic of conversation among Sempronia’s circle than was the consul, his wife and the charioteer. Like my friend Lucius Claudius, they believed that Sertorius intended to wrest the Spanish provinces from Rome and make himself a king. Unlike Lucius, Sempronia’s friends, within the whispered hush of their own circle, applauded Sertorius and his rebellion.

Decimus Brutus had dismissed his wife’s friends as frivolous people, careless of appearances, naive about politics. I tried to imagine the appeal a rebel like Sertorius might hold for such dilettantes. Were they merely infatuated by the bittersweet glamour that emanates from a desperate cause?

From the baths, I moved on to the Circus Maximus, or, more precisely, to the several taverns, brothels and gambling dens in the vicinity of the racetrack. I paid bribes when I had to, but often I had only to drop the name of Diocles to get an earful. The consensus among the circus crowd was that the charioteer’s tastes ran to young athletes, and always had. His current fascination was a Nubian acrobat who performed publicly during the intervals between races, and was thought to perform privately, after the races, in Diocles’ bedchamber. Of course, the Nubian might have been only a cover for another, more illicit affair; or Diocles, when it came to his lovers, might have been something of a juggler himself.

If Sempronia’s circle was abuzz about Sertorius, the circus crowd, disdainful of politics, was abuzz about the next day’s races. I had a nagging sense that some of my informants were hiding something. Amid the horse talk and the rattle of dice, the raucous laughter and the cries of ‘Venus!’ for luck, I sensed an edge of uneasiness, even foreboding. Perhaps it was only a general outbreak of nerves on the night before a racing day. Or perhaps, by then, I had shared too much wine with too many wagging tongues to see things clearly. Still, it seemed to me that something untoward was afoot at the Circus Maximus.

Cocks were crowing when I left the neighbourhood of the circus, trudged across Rome, and dragged myself up the Esquiline Hill. Bethesda was waiting up for me. Her eyes lit up at the sight of the pouch of silver, somewhat depleted by expenditures, which she eagerly snatched from my hands and deposited in the empty household coffer.

 

A few hours later, my head aching from too much wine and too little sleep, I found myself back in the consul’s study. I had agreed to arrive at his house an hour before the first race to deliver my report, such as it was.

I told him all I had learned. The secondhand gossip of bathing attendants and tavern drunks seemed trivial as I recounted it, but Decimus Brutus listened in silence and nodded gravely when I was done. He squinted at the portrait of his wife.

‘Nothing, then! Scorpus is drowned, and the Finder finds nothing. Have you outsmarted me after all, Sempronia?’

The portrait made no reply.

‘I’m not done yet, Consul,’ I told him. ‘I shall attend the races today. I’ll keep my eyes and ears open. I may yet—’

‘Yes, yes, as you wish.’ Decimus Brutus vaguely waved his hand to dismiss me, never taking his furiously squinting eyes from the image of Sempronia.

A slave escorted me from the consul’s study. In the atrium, a small retinue crossed our path. We paused as the train of women flitted past, escorting their mistress from one part of the house to another. I peered into their midst and glimpsed a wealth of auburn hair set with pearls. Green eyes met mine and stared back. Hands clapped, and the retinue came to a halt.

Sempronia stepped forwards. Decimus Brutus had been correct: the picture did not do her beauty justice. She was taller than I expected. Even through the bulky drapery of her stole, her figure suggested a lithesome elegance that carried through to the delicacy of her long hands and graceful neck. She flashed the aloof, challenging smile which her portraitist had captured so well.

‘You’re new. One of my husband’s men?’ she said.

‘I . . . had business with the consul,’ I said.

She looked me up and down. ‘There are circles under your eyes. You look as if you were out all night. Sometimes men get into trouble, staying up late . . . poking their noses where they shouldn’t.’

There was a glint in her eye. Was she baiting me? I should have kept my mouth shut, but I didn’t. ‘Like Scorpus? I hear he got into trouble.’

She pretended to look puzzled. ‘Scorpus? Oh, yes, my husband’s all-purpose sneak. Scorpus drowned.’

‘I know.’

‘Odd. He could swim like a dolphin.’

‘So I heard.’

‘It could happen to anyone.’ She sighed. Her smile faded. I saw a glimmer of sympathy in her eyes, and a look that chilled my blood. Such a pleasant fellow, her look seemed to say. What a pity it would be if one had to kill you!

Sempronia rejoined her retinue, and I was shown to the door.

 

By the time I reached the Circus Maximus, all Rome seemed to have poured into the long, narrow valley between the Palatine and Aventine Hills. I pushed through the crowds lined up at the food and beverage shops tucked under the stands, stepping on toes and dodging elbows until I came to the entrance I was looking for. Inside the stadium, the seats were already thronged with spectators. Many wore red or white, or waved little red or white banners to show their affiliation. I swept my eyes over the elongated inner oval of the stadium, dazzled by the crazy patchwork of red and white, like blood spattered on snow.

Restless and eager for the races to begin, spectators clapped, stamped their feet, and took up chants and ditties. Cries of ‘Diocles in red! Quicker done than said!’ competed with ‘White! White! Fast as spite!’

A high-pitched voice pierced the din – ‘Gordianus! Over here!’ – and I located Lucius Claudius. He sat by the aisle, patting an empty cushion beside him. ‘Here, Gordianus! I received your message this morning, and dutifully saved you a seat. Better than last time, don’t you think? Not too high, not too low, with a splendid view of the finish line.’

More important, the consular box was nearby, a little below us and to our right. As I took my seat, I saw a silvery head emerge from the box’s private entrance. Decimus Brutus and his fellow consul Lepidus were arriving along with their entourages. He had made it safely to the circus, at least. Partisan chants were drowned out by cheers. The two consuls turned and waved to the crowd.

‘Poor Deci,’ said Lucius. ‘He thinks they’re cheering him. The fact is, they’re cheering his arrival, because now the races can begin!’

There was a blare of trumpets and then more cheering as the grand procession commenced. Statues of the gods and goddesses were paraded around the racetrack on carts, led by Victory with wings outspread. As Venus passed – favourite of gamblers as well as lovers – coins showered down from the crowd and were scooped up by her priests. The procession of gods ended with an enormous gilded statue of Jupiter on his throne, borne upon a cart so large it took twenty men to pull it.

Next came the charioteers who would be racing that day, slowly circling the track in chariots festooned with the colour of their team, red or white. To many in the stands, they were heroes larger than life. There was a chant for every racer, and chants for the lead horses as well. The noise of all the competing chants ringing out at once was deafening.

Never having been a gambler or a racing aficionado, I recognized few of the charioteers, but even I knew Diocles, the most renowned of the Reds. He was easy to spot by the extraordinary width of his shoulders, his bristling beard and his flowing mane of jet-black hair. As he passed before us, grinning and waving to the crowd, I tried to see the reaction of Decimus Brutus, but I was able to see only the back of the consul’s head. Did Diocles’ smile turn sarcastic as he passed the consular box, or did I only imagine it?

The procession ended. The track was cleared. The first four chariots took their places in the starting traps at the north end of the circus. Two White chariots, a principal along with a second-stringer to regulate the pace and run interference, would race against two Red chariots.

‘Did you get a racing card?’ Lucius held up a wooden tablet. Many in the stands were using them to fan themselves; all around the red-and-white chequered stadium, I saw the flutter of racing cards.

‘No?’ said Lucius. ‘Never mind, you can refer to mine. Let’s see, first race of the day . . .’ The cards listed each charioteer, his colour, and the name of the lead horse in his team of four. ‘Principal Red: Musclosus, racing Ajax – a hero of a horse, to be sure! Second-string Red: Epaphroditus, racing a five-year-old called Spots – a new horse to me. For the Whites: Thallus, racing Suspicion, and his colleague Teres, racing Snowy. Now there’s a silly name for a horse, don’t you think, even if it is pure white. More suitable for a puppy, I should think – by Hercules, is that the starting trumpet?’

The four chariots leaped out of their traps and on to the track. Once past the white line, they furiously vied for the inner position alongside the spine that ran down the middle. Clouds of dust billowed behind them. Whips slithered and cracked as they made the first tight turn around the post at the end of the spine and headed back. The Reds were in the lead, with Epaphroditus the second-stringer successfully blocking the principal White to give his colleague a clear field, while the second-string White trailed badly, unable to assist. But in seven laps, a great deal could happen.

Lucius jumped up and down on his pillow. All around us, spectators began to place wagers with one another on the outcome.

‘I’m for Snowy!’ shouted the man across the aisle from Lucius.

A man several rows down turned and shouted back. ‘The second-string White? Are you mad? I’ll wager you ten to one against Snowy winning. How much?’

Such is the Roman way of gambling at the races: inspired by a flash of intuition and done on the spur of the moment, usually with a stranger sitting nearby. I smiled at Lucius, whose susceptibility to such spontaneous wagering was a running joke between us. ‘Care to join that wager, Lucius?’

‘Uh . . . no,’ he answered, peering down at the track. Under his breath, I heard him mutter, ‘Come on, Ajax! Come on!’

But Ajax did not win. Nor did the long-shot Snowy. By the final lap, it was Suspicion, the principal White, who had pulled into the lead, with no help from the second-string White, who remained far in the rear. It was a stunning upset. Even the Red partisans in the crowd cheered such a marvellous display of Fortune’s favour.

‘A good thing you didn’t bet on Ajax,’ I said to Lucius. He only grunted in reply and peered at his racing card.

As race followed race, it seemed to me that I had never seen Lucius so horse-mad, jumping up in excitement at each starting trumpet, cheering jubilantly when his favoured horse won, but more often sulking when his horse lost, and yet never once placing a bet with anyone around us. He repeatedly turned his racing card over and scribbled figures on the back with a piece of chalk, muttering and shaking his head.

I was distracted by my friend’s fidgeting, and even more by the statuelike demeanor of Decimus Brutus, who sat stiffly beside his colleague in the consular box. He was so still that I wondered if he had gone to sleep; with such poor eyesight, it was no wonder he had no interest in watching the races. Surely, I thought, no assassin would be so bold as to make an attempt on the life of a consul in broad daylight, with dozens of bodyguards and thousands of witnesses all around. Still, I was uneasy, and kept scanning the crowd for any signs of something untoward.

With so much on my mind, along with a persistent headache from the previous night’s wine, I paid only passing attention to the races. As each winner was announced, the names of the horses barely registered in my ears: Lightning, Straight Arrow, Bright Eyes . . .

At last, it was time for the final race, in which Diocles would compete. A cheer went up as he drove his chariot towards the starting traps.

His horses were arrayed in splendid red trappings. A gold-plumed crest atop her head marked his lead horse, Sparrow, a tawny beauty with magnificent flanks. Diocles himself was outfitted entirely in red, except for a necklace of white. I squinted. ‘Lucius, why should Diocles be wearing a scrap of anything white?’

‘Is he?’

‘Look, around his neck. Your eyes are as sharp as mine . . .’

‘Pearls,’ declared Lucius. ‘Looks like a string of pearls. Rather precious for a charioteer.’

I nodded. Diocles had not been wearing them in the opening procession. It was the sort of thing a charioteer might put on for luck just before his race – a token from his lover . . .

Down in his box, Decimus Brutus sat as stiffly as ever, displaying no reaction. With his eyesight, there was little chance that he had noticed the necklace.

The trumpet blared. The chariots sprang forwards. Diocles took the lead at once. The crowd roared. Diocles was their favourite; even the Whites loved him. I could see why. He was magnificent to watch. He never once used his whip, which stayed tucked into his belt the whole time, alongside his emergency dagger. There was magic in Diocles that day. Man and horses seemed to share a single will; his chariot was not a contraption but a creature, a synthesis of human control and equine speed. As he held and lengthened his lead lap after lap, the crowd’s excitement grew to an almost intolerable pitch. When he thundered across the finish line there was not a spectator sitting. Women wept. Men screamed without sound, hoarse from so much shouting.

‘Extraordinary!’ declared Lucius.

‘Yes,’ I said, and felt a sudden flash of intuition, a moment of godsent insight such as gamblers crave. ‘Diocles is a magnificent racer. What a pity he should have fallen into such a scheme.’

‘What? What’s that you say?’ Lucius cupped his ear against the roar of the crowd.

‘Diocles has everything: skill, riches, the love of the crowd. He has no need to cheat.’ I shook my head. ‘Only love could have drawn him into such a plot.’

‘A plot? What are you saying, Gordianus? What is it you see?’

‘I see the pearls around his neck – look, he reaches up to touch them while he makes his victory lap. How he must love her. What man can blame him for that! But to be used by her in such a way . . .’

‘The plot? Deci! Is Deci in danger?’ Lucius peered down at the consular box. Even Decimus Brutus, ever the ingratiating politician, had risen to his feet to applaud Diocles along with the rest of the crowd.

‘I think your friend Decimus Brutus need not fear for his life. Unless the humiliation might kill him.’

‘Gordianus, what are you talking about?’

‘Tell me, Lucius, why have you not wagered even once today? And what are those numbers you keep figuring on the back of your racing card?’

His florid face blushed even redder. ‘Well, if you must know, Gordianus, I . . . I’m afraid I . . . I’ve lost rather a lot of money today.’

‘How?’

‘Something . . . something new. A betting circle . . . set up by perfectly respectable people.’

‘You wagered ahead of time?’

‘I put a little something on each race. Well, it makes sense, doesn’t it? If you know the horses, and you place your bet on the best team ahead of time, with a cool head, rather than during the heat of the race . . .’

‘Yet you’ve lost over and over today, far more often than you’ve won.’

‘Fortune is fickle.’

I shook my head. ‘How many others are in this “betting circle”?’

He shrugged. ‘Everyone I know. Well, everyone who is anyone. Only the best people – you know what I mean.’

‘Only the richest people. How much money did the organizers of this betting scheme take in today, I wonder? And how much will they actually have to pay out?’

‘Gordianus, what are you getting at?’

‘Lucius, consult your racing card. You’ve noted all the winners with a chalk mark. Read them off to me – not the colour or the driver, just the horses’ names.’

‘Suspicion – that was the first race. Then Lightning . . . Straight Arrow . . . Bright Eyes . . . Golden Dagger . . . Partridge . . . Oh! By Hercules! Gordianus, you don’t think – that item in the Daily . . .’

I quoted from memory. ‘ “The bookworm pokes his head outside tomorrow. Easy prey for the sparrow, but partridges go hungry. Bright-eyed Sappho says: Be suspicious! A dagger strikes faster than lightning. Better yet: an arrow. Let Venus conquer all!” From “Sappho” to “Sparrow,” a list of horses – and every one a winner.’

‘But how could that be?’

‘I know this much: Fortune had nothing to do with it.’

 

I left the crowded stadium and hurried through the empty streets. Decimus Brutus would be detained by the closing ceremonies. I had perhaps an hour before he would arrive home.

The slave at the door recognized me. He frowned. ‘The master—’

‘—is still at the Circus Maximus. I’ll wait for him. In the meantime . . . please tell your mistress she has a visitor.’

The slave raised an eyebrow but showed me into a reception room off the central garden. Lowering sunlight on the fountain splashing in the courtyard outside sent reflected lozenges of light dancing across the ceiling.

I did not have long to wait. Sempronia stepped into the room alone, without even a handmaiden. She was not smiling.

‘The door slave announced you as Gordianus the Finder.’

‘Yes. We met . . . briefly . . . this morning.’

‘I remember. You’re the fellow who went snooping for Deci last night, poking about at the Senian Baths and those awful places around the circus. Oh yes, word got back to me. I have my own informants. What are you doing here?’

‘I’m trying to decide what I should tell your husband.’

She gave me an appraising look. ‘What is it, exactly, that you think you know?’

‘Decimus Brutus thinks that you and the charioteer Diocles are lovers.’

‘And what do you think, Finder?’

‘I think he’s right. But I have no proof.’

She nodded. ‘Is that all?’

‘Your husband thinks you and Diocles were plotting to kill him today.’

Sempronia laughed out loud. ‘Dear old bookworm!’ She sighed. ‘Marrying Deci was the best thing that ever happened to me. I’m the consul’s wife! Why in Hades would I want to kill him?’

I shrugged. ‘He misunderstood that blind item you put into the Daily Acts.’

‘Which . . . blind item?’

‘There’s been more than one? Of course. That makes sense. What better way to communicate with Diocles, since you’ve been confined here and he’s been banned from your house. What I don’t understand is how you ever convinced Diocles to fix today’s races.’

She crossed her arms and gave me a long, calculating look. ‘Diocles loves me; more than I love him, I’m afraid, but when was Venus ever fair? He did it for love, I suppose; and for money. Diocles stands to make a tremendous amount of money today, as do all the racers who took part in the fix. You can’t imagine how much money. Millions. We worked on the scheme for months. Setting up the betting circle, bribing the racers . . .’

‘ “We”? Do you mean your whole circle was in on it?’

‘Some of them. But mostly it was Diocles and myself.’ She frowned. ‘And then Deci had to throw his jealous fit. It couldn’t have happened at a worse time, with the races less than a month away. I had to have some way to communicate with Diocles. The Daily was the answer.’

‘You must have extraordinary powers of . . .’

‘Persuasion?’

‘Organization, I was going to say.’

‘Like a man?’ She laughed.

‘One thing puzzles me still. What will you do with millions of sesterces, Sempronia? You can’t possibly hide that much money from your husband. He’d want to know where such a windfall came from.’

She peered at me keenly. ‘What do you think I intend to do with the money?’

‘I think you intend to . . . get rid of it.’

‘How?’

‘I think you mean to . . . send it abroad.’

‘Where?’

‘To Spain. To Quintus Sertorius, the rebel general.’

Her face became as pale as the pearls in her hair. ‘How much do you want, Gordianus?’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t come here to blackmail you.’

‘No? That’s what Scorpus wanted.’

‘Your husband’s man? Did he discover the truth?’

‘Only about the racing scheme. He seemed to think that entitled him to a portion of the takings.’

‘There must be plenty to go around.’

She shook her head. ‘Scorpus would never have stopped wanting more.’

‘So he was drowned.’

‘Diocles arranged it. There are men around the circus who’ll do that sort of job for next to nothing, especially for a fellow like Diocles. Blackmailers deserve nothing better.’

‘Is that a threat, Sempronia?’

‘That depends. What do you want, Finder?’

I shrugged. ‘The truth. It’s the only thing that ever seems to satisfy me. Why Sertorius? Why risk so much – everything – to help his rebellion in Spain? Do you have a family tie? A loved one who’s thrown his lot with the rebels? Or is it that you and Sertorius are . . .’

‘Lovers?’ She laughed without mirth. ‘Is that all you can think, that being a woman, I must be driven by passion? Can you not imagine that a woman might have her own politics, her own convictions, her own agenda, quite separate from a husband or a lover? I don’t have to justify myself to you, Gordianus.’

I nodded. Feeling her eyes on me, I paced the room. The sun was sinking. Flashes of warm sunlight reflected from the fountain outside caressed my face. Decimus Brutus would return home at any moment. What would I tell him?

I made up my mind. ‘You asked me what I want from you, Sempronia. Actually, there is the matter of a refund, which I think you must admit is only proper, given the circumstances . . .’

 

At noon the next day, I sat beside Lucius Claudius in his garden, sharing the sunlight and a cup of wine. His interest in that morning’s Daily Acts had been eclipsed by the bags of coins I brought with me. Scooping the little scrolls off the table, he emptied the bags and collected the sesterces into heaping piles, gleefully counting and recounting them.

‘All here!’ he announced, clapping his hands. ‘Every single sesterce I lost yesterday on the races. But Gordianus, how did you get my money back?’

‘That, Lucius, must forever remain a secret.’

‘If you insist. But this has something to do with Sempronia and that charioteer, doesn’t it?’

‘A secret is a secret, Lucius.’

He sighed. ‘Your discretion is exasperating, Gordianus. But I’ve learned my lesson. I shall never again be drawn into a betting scheme like that!’

‘I only wish I could have arranged for every person who was cheated yesterday to get his money back,’ I said. ‘Alas, their lessons shall be more costly than yours. I don’t think this particular set of plotters will attempt to pull off such a scheme a second time. Hopefully, Roman racing can return to its pristine innocence.’

Lucius nodded. ‘The important thing is, Deci is safe and out of danger.’

‘He was always safe; never in danger.’

‘Rude of him, though, not to pay you the balance of your fee.’

I shrugged. ‘When I saw him at his house yesterday evening, after the races, I had nothing more to report to him. He hired me to uncover a plot against his life. I failed to do so.’

And what, I thought, if I had reported everything to the consul – Sempronia’s adultery, the racing fix, the betting scheme, Scorpus’ attempted blackmail and his murder, Sempronia’s seditious support of Sertorius? Terrified of scandal, Decimus Brutus would merely have hushed it all up. Sempronia would have been no more faithful to him than before, and no one’s wagers would have been returned. No, I had been hired to save the consul’s life, discreetly; and as far as I was concerned, my duty to Decimus Brutus ended when I discovered there was no plot against his life after all. My discretion would continue.

‘Still, Gordianus, it was niggardly of Deci not to pay you . . .’

Discretion forbade me from telling Lucius that the other half of my fee had indeed been paid – by Sempronia. It was the only way I could see to save my own neck. I had convinced her that by paying the fee for my investigation she purchased my discretion. Thus I avoided the same fate as Scorpus.

At the same time, I had requested a refund of Lucius’ wagers, which seemed only fair.

Lucius cupped his hands around a pile of coins, as if they emitted a warming glow. He smiled ruefully. ‘I tell you what, Gordianus – as commission for recouping my gambling losses, what if I give you . . . five percent of the total?’

I sucked in a breath and eyed the coins on the table. Bethesda would be greatly pleased to see the household coffer filled to overflowing. I smiled at Lucius and raised an eyebrow.

‘Gordianus, don’t give me that look!’

‘What look?’

‘Oh, very well! I shall give you ten percent. But not a sesterce more!’




IF A CYCLOPS COULD VANISH IN THE BLINK OF AN EYE

 



 

Eco was incensed. That was all I could tell at first – that he was angry and frustrated almost to the point of tears. At such a time, I felt acutely aware of his muteness. He was usually quite skilled at expressing himself with gestures and signals, but not when he was flustered.

‘Calm down,’ I said quietly, placing my hands on his shoulders. He was at that age when boys shoot up like beanstalks. It seemed to me that not long ago, placing my hands at the same height, I would have been patting his head. ‘Now,’ I said, ‘what is the problem?’

My adopted son took a deep breath and composed himself, then seized my hand and led me across the overgrown garden at the centre of the house, under the portico, through a curtained doorway and into his room. By the bright morning light from the small window I surveyed the few furnishings – a narrow sleeping cot, a wooden folding chair and a small trunk.

It was not to these that Eco directed my attention, but to a long niche about knee-high in the plastered wall across from his bed. The last time I had ventured into the room, a hodgepodge of toys had been shoved into the niche – little boats made of wood, a leather ball for playing trigon, pebbles of coloured glass for Egyptian board games. Now the space had been neatly cleared – the cast-off toys put away in the trunk along with his spare tunic, I presumed – and occupying the shelf were a number of tiny figurines made of fired clay, each representing some monster of legend with a horrible visage. There was a Medusa with snakes for hair, a Cyclops with one eye, a Nemean lion, and numerous others.

They were crudely made but tinted with bright colours, and I knew that Eco treasured them. A potter with a shop down by the Tiber made them in his spare time out of bits of leftover clay; Eco had been doing occasional odd jobs for the man and accepting the figurines as payment. He insisted on showing them off to me and to Bethesda whenever he brought a new one home. I always made a point of admiring them, but my beloved concubine made no secret of her disdain for them. Her upbringing in Egypt had given her attitudes different – dare I say more superstitious? – than those of a Roman, and where I found the figurines to be harmless and charming, she saw in them something distasteful, even sinister.

I had not realized how large Eco’s collection had grown. I counted fifteen figurines, all lined up in a row.

‘Why do you show me these?’ I asked.

He pointed to three gaps in the evenly spaced row.

‘Are you telling me that three of your monsters are missing?’

Eco nodded vigorously.

‘But where have they gone?’

He shrugged and his lower lip began to tremble. He looked so desolate.

‘Which ones are missing? When were they taken?’

Eco pointed to the first gap, then performed a very complicated mime, snarling and gnashing his teeth, until I grasped that the missing figurine was of three-headed Cerberus, the watchdog of Pluto. He passed an open palm behind a horizontal forearm – his gesture for sundown – and held up two fingers.

‘The day before yesterday your Cerberus went missing?’

He nodded.

‘But why didn’t you tell me then?’

Eco shrugged and made a long face. I gathered that he presumed he might have mislaid the figurine himself.

Our exchange continued – me, asking questions; Eco, answering with gestures – until I learned that yesterday his Minotaur had disappeared, and that very morning his many-headed Hydra had vanished. The first disappearance had merely puzzled him; the second had alarmed him; the third had thrown him into utter confusion.

I gazed at the gaps in the row of monsters and stroked my chin. ‘Well, well, this is serious. Tell me, has anything else gone missing?’

Eco shook his head.

‘Are you sure?’

He rolled his eyes at me and gestured to his cot, his chair and his trunk, as if to say, With so little to call my own, don’t you think I’d notice if anything else was gone?

Eco’s figurines were of little intrinsic value; any serious burglar would surely have been more likely to snatch one of Bethesda’s bracelets or a scroll from my bookcase. But as far as I knew, nothing else in the house had gone missing in the last few days.

At that time, I was without a slave – other than Bethesda, whom I could hardly justify calling my slave anymore, considering that she tended to prevail in any contest of wills between us – so the only occupants of the house were Bethesda, Eco and myself. In the last three days, no tradesmen had come calling; nor, sadly for my purse, had any client come to seek the services of Gordianus the Finder.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Fortunately for you, Eco, I happen to be between cases at the moment, so I can bend all my efforts towards solving this mystery. But the truth can never be hurried. Let me ponder this for a while – sleep on it, perhaps – and I’ll see if I can come up with a solution.’

Bethesda was out most of the day, shopping at the food markets and taking a pair of my shoes to be resoled by a cobbler. I had business to attend to in the Forum, as well as a special errand to take care of on the Street of the Plastermakers. Not until that night, after Eco had retired to his room and the two of us reclined on our dining couches after the evening meal – a simple repast of lentil soup and stuffed dates – did I find time to have a quiet word with Bethesda about Eco’s problem.

‘Disappearing? One at a time?’ she said. By the warm glow of the nearby brazier, I thought I saw a subtle smile on her lips. The same light captured wine-coloured highlights in her dark, henna-treated hair. Bethesda was beautiful at all hours of the day, but perhaps most beautiful by firelight. The black female cat she called Bast lay beside her, submitting to her gentle stroking. Watching Bethesda caress the beast, I felt a stab of envy. Cats were still a novelty in Rome at that time, and keeping one as a house pet, as others might keep a dog, was one of the peculiar habits Bethesda had imported with her from Egypt. Her last cat, also called Bast, had expired some time ago; this one she had recently acquired from a sailing merchant in Ostia. The beast and I got along passably well, as long as I didn’t attempt to interpose myself between Bast and her mistress when it was the cat’s turn to receive Bethesda’s caresses.

‘Yes, the little monsters seem to be vanishing, one by one,’ I said, clearing my throat. ‘I don’t suppose you know anything about it?’

‘I? What makes you think I might have anything to do with it?’ Bethesda raised an eyebrow. For an uncanny moment, her expression and the cat’s expression were identical – mysterious, aloof, utterly self-contained. I shifted uneasily on my couch.

‘Perhaps . . .’ I shrugged. ‘Perhaps you were cleaning his room. Perhaps one of the figurines fell and broke—’

‘Do you think I’m blind as well as clumsy? I think I should know if I had broken one of Eco’s figurines,’ she said coolly, ‘especially if I did such a thing three days in a row.’

‘Of course. Still, considering the way you feel about those figurines—’

‘And do you know how I feel about them, Master?’ Bethesda fixed me with her catlike stare.

I cleared my throat. ‘Well, I know you don’t like them—’

‘I respect them for what they are. You think they’re just lumps of lifeless clay, a child’s toys made by a clumsy potter. You Romans! You’ve put so much of your faith in the handful of gods who made you great that you can no longer see the tiny gods who populate your own households. There’s a spark of life in every one of the figurines that Eco has brought into the house. It’s unwise to bring so many into the house at once, when there’s so little we know about any of them. Do you know what I think? I think the three who’ve gone missing may have left of their own volition.’

‘What? You think they jumped from the shelf and scampered off?’

‘You scoff, Master, but it may be that the three who left were unhappy with the company in which they found themselves. Or perhaps the others ganged up on them and drove them off!’ As her voice rose, so did Bethesda, sitting upright on the couch. Bast, disliking the change in her mistress’s disposition, jumped from her lap and ran off.

‘Bethesda, this is preposterous. They’re only bits of painted clay!’

She recovered her composure and leaned back. ‘So you say, Master. So you say.’

‘The point is, those figurines are of great value to Eco. He’s very proud of them. They’re his possessions. He earned them by his own labour.’

‘If you say so, Master. Being a mere slave, I wouldn’t know much about earning and owning.’

Her tone expressed no empathy for Eco at all, and certainly no remorse. I became more determined than ever to make good on my pledge to Eco to solve the mystery of his disappearing monsters.

 

That night, after Bethesda was asleep, I slipped out of bed and stole to the garden at the centre of the house, which was lit by a full moon. In an inconspicuous spot beside one of the columns of the portico, I located the purchase I had made earlier that day on the Street of the Plastermakers. It was a tightly woven linen bag containing a handful or so of plaster dust. Carrying the bag, I slipped through the curtained doorway into Eco’s room. The moonlight that poured in through the small window showed Eco soundly asleep on his cot. Reaching into the bag, I scattered a very fine layer of plaster dust on to the floor in front of the niche that contained his figurines. The dust was so fine that a tiny cloud rose from my hand and seemed to sparkle in the moonlight.

My eyes watered and my nose twitched. I slipped out of Eco’s room, put away the bag of plaster dust, and stole back to my bed. I slipped under the covers beside Bethesda. Only then did I release a sneeze that broke the silence like thunder.

Bethesda murmured and rolled on to her side, but did not wake.

 

The next morning I woke to the sound of birds in the garden – not pleasant singing, but the shrill cawing of two magpies squabbling in the trees. I covered my ears with my pillow, but it was no good. I was up for the day.

Stepping out of bed, I inadvertently kicked a shoe – one of the pair that Bethesda had brought home from the cobbler the previous day – and sent it skittering under the bed. Dropping to my hands and knees to retrieve it, I was stopped short by the sight of four objects on the floor beneath the bed, directly underneath the space where Bethesda slept, against the wall. They were clustered in a little group, lying on their sides. Joining the missing figurines of Cerberus, the Minotaur, and the Hydra was a fourth, Eco’s one-eyed Cyclops.

Well, well, I thought, getting to my feet. Sprinkling the plaster dust had been superfluous, after all. Or had it? If Bethesda wouldn’t own up to pilfering Eco’s figurines, the evidence of her footsteps in the dust, and of the dust adhering to soles of her shoes, would compel her to do so. I couldn’t help but smile, anticipating her chagrin. Or would she maintain her fiction that the figurines had walked off by themselves, with the curious goal, as it turned out, of congregating beneath our bed?

Whistling an old Etruscan nursery tune and looking forwards to a hearty breakfast, I strolled across the garden towards the dining room at the back of the house. Above my head, the magpies squawked in dissonant counterpoint to my whistling. Bast sat in a patch of sunlight, apparently oblivious of the birds, cleaning a forepaw with her tongue.

No sooner had I settled myself on the dining couch than Eco came running out of his room, a look of confusion and alarm on his face. He ran up to me and waved his arms, making inchoate gestures.

‘I know, I know,’ I said, raising one hand to calm him and gently restraining him with the other. ‘Don’t tell me – your Cyclops has gone missing.’

Eco was briefly taken aback, then frowned and peered at me inquiringly.

‘How do I know? Well . . .’

At that moment, Bethesda appeared from the kitchen, bearing a bowl of steaming porridge. I cleared my throat.

‘Bethesda,’ I said, ‘it seems that another of Eco’s figurines has vanished. What do you say to that?’

She put the bowl on a small tripod table and began to ladle porridge into three smaller bowls. ‘What would you have me say, Master?’ She kept her eyes on her work. Her face was utterly expressionless, betraying not the least trace of guilt or guile.

I sighed, almost regretting that she had forced me to expose her little charade. ‘Perhaps you could begin . . .’ By apologizing to Eco, I was about to say – when I was abruptly interrupted by a sneeze.

It was not Bethesda who sneezed. Nor was it Eco.

It was the cat.

Bethesda looked up. ‘Yes, Master? I could begin by saying . . . what?’

My face turned hot. I cleared my throat. I pursed my lips.

I stood up. ‘Eco, the first thing you must remember, if you ever wish to become a Finder like your father, is always to keep a cool head and never to jump to conclusions. Last night I laid a trap for our culprit. If we now examine the scene of the crime, I suspect we shall discover that she has left a clue behind.’

Or several clues, as it turned out, if one wished to call each tiny, padded paw print in the fine plaster dust an individual clue. The paw prints led up to the niche; the paw prints led away. Following a barely discernible trail of dusted prints, Eco and I tracked the thief’s progress out of his room, around the colonnaded portico and into the room I shared with Bethesda. The trail disappeared under the bed.

I left it to Eco to discover the pilfered figurines for himself. He let out a grunt, scampered under the bed, and reemerged clutching the clay treasures in both hands, a look of mingled relief and triumph on his face.

Greatly excited, he put down the figurines so that he could communicate. He pinched his forefingers and thumbs beneath his nose and drew them outwards, making his sign for Bast by miming the cat’s long whiskers.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It was Bast who took your figurines.’

Eco made an exaggerated shrug with his palms held upright.

‘Why? That I can’t tell you. We Romans don’t yet know that much about cats. Not like the Egyptians, who’ve been living with them – and worshipping them – since the dawn of time. I suppose, like dogs and ferrets – and like magpies, for that matter – some cats display a tendency to pilfer small objects and hide them. One of those figurines would fit quite neatly between Bast’s jaws. I’m sure she meant no harm, as none of them seems to have been damaged. She obviously treated them with great respect.’

I glanced at the cat. She stood in the doorway beside Bethesda and peered back at me with a bland expression that admitted no guilt. She rubbed herself against Bethesda’s ankles, whipped her tail in the air, and sauntered back towards the garden. Bethesda raised an eyebrow and looked at me steadily, but said nothing.

 

That night, after a very busy day, I slipped into bed beside Bethesda. Her mood seemed a bit cool, but she said nothing.

The silence stretched. ‘I suppose I owe you an apology,’ I finally said.

‘For what?’

The best course, I decided, was to make light of my mistake. ‘It was foolish of me, really. Do you know, I almost suspected you of taking Eco’s figurines.’

‘Really?’ By the pale moonlight, I couldn’t quite decipher the expression on her face. Was she angry? Amused? Unconcerned?

‘Yes, I actually suspected you, Bethesda. But of course it wasn’t you. It was the cat, all along.’ The creature abruptly jumped on to the bed and crawled over both of us to settle between Bethesda and the wall, purring loudly.

‘Yes, it was Bast who took the figurines,’ said Bethesda. She rolled away from me and laid her hand upon the cat, who responded with a purring that was almost a roar. ‘But how do you know that it wasn’t I who put her up to it?’

For that, I had no answer.




THE WHITE FAWN

 



 

The old senator was a distant cousin of my friend Lucius Claudius, and the two had once been close. That was the only reason I agreed to see the man, as a favour to Lucius. When Lucius let it slip, on the way to the senator’s house, that the affair had something to do with Sertorius, I clucked my tongue and almost turned back. I had a feeling even then that it would lead to no good. Call it a premonition, if you will; if you believe that such things as premonitions exist.

Senator Gaius Claudius’ house was on the Aventine Hill, not the most fashionable district in Rome. Still, there are plenty of old patrician households tucked amid the cramped little shops and ugly new tenements that sprawl over the hill. The facade of the senator’s house was humble, but that meant nothing; the houses of the Roman nobility are often unassuming, at least on the outside.

The doddering doorkeeper recognized Lucius (could there be two men in Rome with his beaming round face, untidy red hair, and dancing green eyes?) and escorted us at once to the atrium, where a fountain gurgled and splashed but did little to relieve the heat of a cloudless midsummer day. While we waited for our host to appear, Lucius and I strolled from corner to corner of the little square garden. On such a warm day, the various rooms facing the atrium all had their shutters thrown open.

‘I take it that your cousin has fallen on hard times,’ I said to Lucius.

He pursed his lips. ‘Why do you assume that, Gordianus? I don’t recall mentioning it.’

‘Observe the state of his house.’

‘It’s a fine house. Gaius had it built when he was a young man and has lived here ever since.’

‘It seems rather sparsely decorated.’

‘You saw the busts of his noble ancestors lined up in their niches in the foyer,’ said Lucius, his nose tilting up. ‘What more ornamentation does the house of a patrician require?’ Despite his genial temperament, Lucius sometimes could not help being a bit of a snob.

‘But I think your cousin is a great lover of art, or used to be.’

‘Now why do you say that?’

‘Observe the mosaic floor beneath our feet, with its intricate acanthus-leaf pattern. The workmanship is very fine. And note the wall paintings in some of the rooms around us. The various scenes are from the Iliad, I believe. Even from here I can see that they’re works of very high quality.’

Lucius raised an eyebrow. ‘Cousin Gaius does have good taste, I’ll grant you that. But why do you assume he’s fallen on hard times?’

‘Because of the things that I don’t see.’

‘Now, Gordianus, really! How can you walk into a house you’ve never entered before and declare that things are missing? I can see into the surrounding rooms as well as you, and they all look adequately furnished.’

‘Precisely; the furnishings are adequate. I should expect something more than that from the man who built this house and commissioned those wall paintings and mosaics. Where is the finely wrought furniture? Everything I see looks like the common stuff that anyone can buy ready-made down in the Street of the Woodworkers. Where are the paintings, the portable ones in frames, the portraits and bucolic scenes that are so fashionable nowadays?’

‘What makes you think that cousin Gaius ever collected such works?’

‘Because I can see the discoloured rectangles on the wall where they used to hang! And surely a rather substantial statue once filled that empty spot atop the pedestal in the middle of the fountain. Let me guess: Diana with her bow, or perhaps a discus-thrower?’

‘A rather good drunken Hercules, actually.’

‘Such valuables don’t vanish from a patrician household without good reason. This house is like a bare cupboard, or a fine Roman matron without her jewellery. Where are the urns, the vases, the precious little things one expects to see in the house of a wealthy old senator? Auctioned off to pay the bill-collector, I presume. When did your cousin sell them?’

‘Over the last few years,’ admitted Lucius with a sigh, ‘bit by bit. I suppose the mosaics and wall paintings would be gone by now as well, except that they’re part of the house and can’t be disposed of piecemeal. The Civil War was very hard on cousin Gaius.’

‘He backed the wrong side?’

‘Quite the opposite! Gaius was a staunch supporter of Sulla. But his only son, who was my age, had married into a family that sided with Marius, and was contaminated by his wife’s connections; he was beheaded when Sulla became dictator. He did leave an heir, however – Gaius’ grandson, a boy named Mamercus, who is now not quite twenty. Gaius took custody of his grandson, but also had to assume his dead son’s debts, which were crushing. Poor cousin Gaius! The Civil War tore his family apart, took his only son and left him virtually bankrupt.’

I looked around. ‘The house itself looks valuable enough.’

‘I’m sure it is, but it’s all that Gaius has left. The wealth has all fled. And so has young Mamercus, I fear.’

‘The grandson?’

‘Gone to Spain! It’s broken his grandfather’s heart.’

‘Spain? Ah, so that’s why you mentioned Sertorius on the walk here . . .’

The Civil War had been over for six years. Marius had lost. Sulla had won and had made himself dictator. He disposed of his enemies, reordered the state, and then retired, leaving his chosen successors in firm control of the senate and the magistracies. The Marians – those who had survived the proscriptions and still had their heads – were lying low. But in Spain, the last embers of resistance still smoldered in the person of Quintus Sertorius. The renegade general not only refused to surrender, but had declared himself to be the head of the legitimate Roman state. Disgruntled Marian military men and desperate anti-Sullan senators had fled from Rome to join Sertorius’ government-in-exile. In addition to his own legions, Sertorius had succeeded in rallying the native population to his side. Altogether, Sertorius and his forces in Spain constituted a considerable power that the Roman Senate could not ignore and had not yet been able to stamp out.

‘Are you saying that young Mamercus has run off to join Sertorius?’

‘So it appears,’ said Lucius, shaking his head. He leaned over to sniff a rose. ‘This smells very sweet!’

‘So young Mamercus rejected his grandfather’s Sullan politics and remained loyal to his mother’s side of the family?’

‘So it appears. Gaius is quite distraught. The folly of youth! There’s no future for anyone who sides with Sertorius.’

‘But what future would the young man have if he’d stayed here in Rome with his grandfather? You say that Gaius is bankrupt.’

‘It’s a question of loyalty, Gordianus, and family dignity.’ Lucius spoke carefully. I could see he was doing his patrician best not to sound condescending.

I shrugged. ‘Perhaps the boy feels he’s being loyal to his dead father, by joining the last resistance to Sulla’s faction. But I take your point, Lucius; it’s a family tragedy, of a sort all too common these days. But what can your cousin want of me?’

‘I should think that was obvious. He wants someone to – ah, but here is Gaius himself . . .’

‘Cousin Lucius! Embrace me!’ A frail-looking old man in a senatorial toga stepped into the atrium with wide-open arms. ‘Let me feel another of my own flesh and blood pressed against me!’

The two men could hardly have been more different. Gaius was older, of course, but also tall and narrow, where Lucius was short and round. And where Lucius was florid and flushed, there was a greyness about the old senator, not only in his hair and wrinkled hands, but also in his expression and manner, a kind of drawn, sere austerity. Like his house, the man seemed to have been stripped bare of all vain adornments and winnowed to his essence.

After a moment, the two drew apart. ‘I knew you wouldn’t disappoint me, Lucius. Is this the fellow?’

‘Yes, this is Gordianus, called the Finder.’

‘Let us hope he lives up to his name.’ Gaius Claudius regarded me not with the patronizing gaze I was used to receiving from patricians, but steadily and deeply, as if to judge whether I should be a cause of hope to him or not. ‘He looks reliable enough,’ he finally pronounced. ‘Ah, but what judge of character am I, who let my only son marry into a Marian family, and then could not foresee my grandson’s intentions to follow the same course to disaster?’

‘Yes, I was just informing Gordianus of your situation,’ said Lucius.

‘And is he willing?’

‘Actually, we were just coming to that . . .’

There must indeed have been a last, thin veil of vanity over the old senator’s demeanour, for now I saw it fall away. He looked at me imploringly. ‘The boy is all I have left! I must at least know for certain what’s become of him, and why he’s done this mad thing, and if he can’t be persuaded to see reason! Will you do this for me, Gordianus?’

‘Do what, Gaius Claudius?’ I said, though I was beginning to see all too clearly.

‘Find him! Go to Spain for me. Take my message. Bring him back to me!’

I cleared my throat. ‘Let me understand you, Gaius Claudius. You wish for me to venture into Sertorius’ territory? You must realize that the whole of the Spanish peninsula is wracked with warfare. The danger—’

‘You will demand a large fee, I suppose . . .’ Gaius averted his eyes and wrung his hands.

‘The fee is not an issue,’ said Lucius.

‘I’m afraid that it most certainly is,’ I said, not following his meaning. Then I saw the look that passed between Lucius and his cousin, and understood. Gaius Claudius had no money; it was Lucius who would be paying my fee, and Lucius, as I well knew, could afford to be generous. The commission would be coming just as much from my dear friend as from his cousin, then. That made me feel all the more obliged to accept it.

 

Thus I came to find myself, some days later, on the eastern coast of Spain, near the village of Sucro, which is situated not far from the mouth of the river of the same name.

I was not alone. After a great deal of internal debate and hesitation, I had decided to bring Eco with me. On the one hand, I was likely to encounter danger, quite possibly a great deal of danger; who knows what may happen in a foreign land torn by warfare? On the other hand, a nimble, quick-witted fourteen-year-old boy who had survived the harsh streets of Rome from his earliest years (despite the handicap of his muteness) is not a bad companion to have around in unpredictable surroundings. And for his own benefit, I thought it a good thing that Eco should learn the lessons of travel while he was still young, especially since Lucius Claudius was paying the expenses.

First had come the sea voyage, on a trading ship out of Puteoli bound for Mauretania. For a reasonable sum, the captain agreed to put us ashore at New Carthage, in Spain. That had gone well enough. Pirates had pursued us only once, and our experienced captain had managed to outrun them easily; and Eco had suffered from seasickness only for the first day or two. Once ashore, we sought for news of Sertorius’ whereabouts, and made our way north until we caught up with him at Sucro, where we arrived only two days after a tremendous battle on the banks of the river.

According to the locals, Sertorius had suffered heavy casualties, perhaps as many as ten thousand men; but so had the opposing Roman general, the Sullan boy-wonder Pompey (not quite such a boy any longer at thirty), who had been wounded himself, though not gravely. The two sides appeared to be regrouping their forces, and a fresh rumour had it that Pompey’s colleague Metellus was soon to arrive with reinforcements from the north. The townspeople of Sucro were bracing themselves for another great battle.

Getting into Sertorius’ camp proved to be easier than I anticipated. The traditional rigid discipline of a Roman army camp was missing; perhaps, given Sertorius’ mix of Spanish tribesmen and ragtag Romans, such discipline was impossible. In its place, there seemed to be a great sense of camaraderie, and of welcome to the local camp followers who came to offer food and wares (and, in not a few cases, themselves) for sale to the soldiers. The air of the camp was open and almost festive, despite the great slaughter of two days before. Morale, clearly, was very high.

I inquired after the whereabouts of Mamercus Claudius, using the description his grandfather had given me – a young patrician of nineteen, tall, slender, with a pleasant face and a shock of jet-black hair, a newcomer to the ranks. Among the grizzled Roman veterans and their Spanish allies, such a fellow was likely to stand out, I thought, and sure enough, it took only a little asking (and a pittance of bribes) before Eco and I were pointed to his tent.

The location surprised me, for it was very near the heart of the camp, and thus not far, I presumed, from Sertorius’ own quarters. Despite his youth and inexperience, Mamercus Claudius was probably quite a catch for Sertorius, evidence to his fellow Romans that the renegade general could still attract a youth from one of Rome’s best families, that his cause looked towards the future, not just the past.

This presumption turned out to be more astute than I realized. When I asked the centurion outside the tent to inform Mamercus that he had a visitor, I was told that Mamercus was elsewhere. When I asked where he might be, the centurion suggested that I try the commander’s tent.

So Eco and I made our way to the tent of Quintus Sertorius himself, which was quite conspicuous, thanks to the phalanx of guards around it. There was also a great crowd of petitioners of the usual sort, lined up to seek audience – locals who hoped to sell provisions to the army, or had suffered property damage and wanted restitution, or had other pressing business with the commander and his staff.

Eco tapped the edge of one hand against the flattened palm of the other, to suggest that we had run into a solid wall: We shall never get inside that tent, he seemed to say.

‘Ah, but we don’t need to get inside,’ I said to him. ‘We want someone who’s already in there to come out, and that’s a different matter.’

I walked to the head of the long line. Some in the queue glared at us, but I ignored them. I came to the man who was next to be admitted and cleared my throat to get his attention. He turned and gave me a nasty look and said something in his native tongue. When he saw that I didn’t understand, he repeated himself in passable Latin. ‘What do you think you’re doing? I’m next. Get away!’

‘You’re here to see Quintus Sertorius?’ I said.

‘Like everyone else. Wait your turn.’

‘Ah, but I don’t want to see the general himself. I only want someone to give a message to a young fellow who’s probably in there with him. Could you do me the favour?’ I patted my hand against the coin purse inside my tunic, which clinked suggestively. ‘Ask after a young Roman named Mamercus Claudius. Tell him that someone has come a very long way to talk to him.’

‘I suppose . . .’ The man seemed dubious, but then his face abruptly brightened, as if reflecting the glitter of sunlight on the coins I dropped into his hand.

Just then a guard approached, searched the fellow for weapons, and told him to step into the tent.

We did not have long to wait. Soon a lanky young man stepped out of the tent. His armoured leather fittings seemed to have been tailored for a shorter, stockier man; I had noticed that many of Sertorius’ junior officers were outfitted in similarly haphazard fashion. The young man pulled uncomfortably at the armholes of his leather shirt and peered into the crowd, looking rather put out. I caught his eye and beckoned for him to meet me at one side of the tent.

‘Mamercus Claudius?’ I said. ‘I come with a message from—’

‘What do you think you’re doing, you idiot, summoning me from the commander’s tent like that?’ He was angry but kept his voice low.

‘I suppose I could have lined up with the rest for an audience with the general—’

‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Gordianus, called the Finder. This is my son, Eco. We’ve come all the way from Rome. Your grandfather sent me.’

Mamercus seemed taken aback at first, then smiled ruefully. ‘I see. Poor grandfather!’

‘Poor indeed,’ I said, ‘and poorer still for lack of your company.’

‘Is he well?’

‘In body, yes. But his spirit is eaten away by fear for you. I’ve brought a message from him.’

I produced the little folded tablet that I had faithfully brought all the way from Rome. The two thin plates of wood were bound together with a ribbon and sealed with a daub of red wax, upon which Gaius Claudius had pressed his signet ring. Mamercus broke the seal, pulled the tablets apart, and gazed at the wax surfaces inside, upon which his grandfather had scratched his plea by his own hand, no longer having even a secretary to write his letters for him.

Had Mamercus’ reaction been callous and uncaring, I would not have been surprised. Many an impatient, bitter, dispossessed young man in his situation might have scorned a doting grandparent’s concern, especially if that grandparent had always supported the very establishment against which he was rebelling. But Mamercus’ reaction was quite different. I watched the swift movement of his eyes as they perused the words and saw them glisten with tears. He clamped his jaw tightly to stop his lips from quivering. His evident distress made him look almost as boyish as Eco.

Gaius Claudius had not kept the contents of his letter secret from me. On the contrary, he had insisted that I read it:

 
My dearest grandson,
Blood of my blood, what has induced you to take this foolish course? Do you think to please the shade of your father by joining a hopeless struggle against those who destroyed him? If this were the only course open to you – if your own name and future had been ruined along with your father’s and mother’s – then honour might demand such a desperate course. But in Rome you still have my protection, despite your father’s downfall, and you can still make a career for yourself. We are woefully impoverished, to be sure, but together we will find a way out of our misfortune! Surely the best revenge for your father would be for you to restore our family’s fortunes and to make a place for yourself in the state, so that when you are my age you can look back upon a long career and a world you have had a hand in shaping to your liking. Do not throw your life away! Please, I beg you, calm your passions and let reason guide you. Come back to me! The man who bears this message has funds sufficient for your passage home. Mamercus, son of my son, I pray to the gods that I shall see you soon!
 

After a while, Mamercus pressed the tablets together and retied the ribbon. He averted his eyes in a way that reminded me of his grandfather. ‘Thank you for bringing the letter. Is that all?’

‘Is it all?’ I said. ‘I know what’s in the letter. Will you honour his request?’

‘No. Leave me now.’

‘Are you sure, Mamercus? Will you think on it? Shall I come back later?’

‘No!’

My commission from Gaius Claudius was specific: I was to locate Mamercus, to deliver the message, and to help Mamercus, if he chose, to escape unscathed from Sertorius’ service. It was not incumbent on me to persuade him to leave. But I had come a long way, and now I had seen both the old senator’s distress and his grandson’s response to it. If Mamercus had reacted with derision, if he had betrayed no love for his grandfather, that would have been the end of it. But his reaction had been quite the opposite. Even now, from the way he gently held the tablets, almost caressing them, and reached up to wipe his eyes, I could see that he was feeling a great flood of affection for the old man, and consequently, perhaps, considerable confusion over the choice he had made.

I thought it wise to change the subject for a moment. ‘You seem to have done well for yourself, here in Sertorius’ army,’ I said.

‘Better than I expected, in so short a time,’ admitted Mamercus. He tucked the tablets under his arm and smiled crookedly. ‘The commander was very glad to take me in. He gave me a position on his staff at once, despite my lack of experience. “Look,” he said to everyone, “a young Claudius, come all the way from Rome to join us! But don’t worry, son, we’ll be back in Rome before you know it, and it’s the blasted Sullans who’ll be searching for their heads!” ’

‘And do you believe that? Is that why you choose to stay?’

Mamercus bristled. ‘The question is, what’s keeping you here, Gordianus? I’ve given you my answer. Now go!’

At that moment, the crowd before the commander’s tent broke into a cheer. I heard the name of Sertorius shouted aloud in acclamation, and saw that the great man himself had emerged from the tent. He was a tall, robust-looking man with a strong jaw and a smile that radiated confidence. Years ago, he had lost an eye in battle. Other men might have been embarrassed by the defect, but Sertorius was said to consider his leather eye-patch to be a badge of honour. The many battle scars scattered over his arms and legs he considered to be his medals.

Some mortals possess a charismatic allure that is almost divine, that anyone can see at a glance, and Quintus Sertorius was such a mortal. This was a man whom other men would trust implicitly and follow without question, to glory or death. The cheers that greeted his appearance, from both his own soldiers and from the local petitioners, were absolutely genuine and spontaneous.

Then the cries died away to a whispered hush. Eco and I looked at one another, puzzled. The cheering was understandable, but what was this? It was the hush of religious awe such as one hears in Rome at certain ancient rites performed in the temples in the Forum, a barely audible welter of whispers and murmurs and muttered prayers.

Then I saw the remarkable creature that had followed Sertorius out of the tent.

It was a young fawn. Her soft pelt was utterly white, without a single spot of colour. She gambolled after Sertorius like a loyal hound, and when he paused, she nuzzled against his thigh and lifted her snout for him to stroke. I had never seen anything like it.

The hush grew louder, and amid the strange dialects I heard snatches of Latin:

‘The white fawn! The white fawn!’

‘They both look happy – that must mean good news!’

‘Diana! Bless us, goddess! Bless Quintus Sertorius!’

Sertorius smiled and laughed and bent down to take the fawn’s head in his hands. He kissed her right on the snout.

This evoked an even louder murmur from the crowd – and from one onlooker, a loud, barking laugh. My dear mute son has a very strange laugh, alas, rather like the braying of a mule. The fawn’s ears shot straight up and she cowered behind Sertorius, tripping awkwardly over her spindly legs. Heads turned towards us, casting suspicious looks. Eco clamped his hands over his mouth. Sertorius peered in our direction, frowning. He saw Mamercus, then appraised me with a curious eye.

‘Mamercus Claudius!’ he called. ‘I wondered where you’d got to. Come!’

Sertorius pressed on through the worshipful crowd, with the white fawn and a cordon of guards following behind. Included in the retinue, I was surprised to see, was a girl who could hardly have been older than Eco. She was a beautiful child, with dark eyes and cheeks like white rose petals. Dressed all in white, with her black hair bound up in a scarf, she looked and carried herself like a priestess, keeping her eyes straight ahead and striding between the soldiers with a grace and self-assurance beyond her years.

‘A white fawn!’ I said. ‘And that girl! Who is she, Mamercus?’

But Mamercus only glowered at me and went to join Sertorius. I ran after him and clutched his arm.

‘Mamercus, I shall try to find lodgings in Sucro tonight. If you should change your mind—’

He yanked his arm from my grasp and strode off without looking back.

 

Lodgings were not hard to find in Sucro. There was only one tavern with accommodation, and the place was deserted. The battle between Pompey and Sertorius had driven travellers far away, and the likelihood of another battle was keeping them away.

The tavern keeper was a strong-looking Celt with a shaggy black beard, named Lacro. He seemed to be in high spirits despite the hardships of war, and was glad to have two paying guests to share wine and conversation in the common room that night. Lacro’s family had lived on the banks of the Sucro for generations. He boasted proudly of the bounty of the river and the beauty of the coast. His favourite recreation was to go trapping and hunting in the marshes near the river’s mouth, where birds flocked in great numbers and crustacean delicacies could be plucked from the mud. Lacro had apparently been spending a lot of time in the marshes lately, if only to stay clear of the fighting.

But he did not complain about the war, except to excoriate Pompey and Metellus. Lacro was very much a partisan of Sertorius, and praised him for unifying the various Celtic and Iberian tribes of Spain. He had no quarrel with Romans, he said, so long as they were like Sertorius; if it took a Roman to give his people leadership, then so be it. When I told him that Eco and I had come that very day from the great commander’s camp, and indeed had caught a glimpse of Sertorius himself, Lacro was quite impressed.

‘And did you see the white fawn?’ he asked.

‘Yes, we did. A strange creature to keep as a pet.’

‘The white fawn is not a pet!’ Lacro was appalled at the idea. ‘The white fawn was sent to Sertorius as a gift, by Diana. The goddess speaks to him through the fawn. The fawn tells Sertorius the future.’

‘Really?’

‘How else do you think he’s gone undefeated for so long, no matter how many armies Rome sends against him? Did you think that Sertorius was merely lucky? No, he has divine protection! The white fawn is a holy creature.’

‘I see,’ I said, but apparently without sufficient conviction.

‘Bah! You Romans, you’ve conquered the world but you’ve lost sight of the gods. You saw the white fawn with your own eyes, and thought it was a mere pet! But not Sertorius; that’s what makes him different.’

‘How did Sertorius acquire this amazing creature?’

‘They say some hunters came upon the fawn in a wood. She walked right up to them, and told them to take her to the great leader. The hunters brought her to Sertorius. When he bent down to nuzzle the fawn’s face, she spoke to him, in his own tongue, and he recognized the voice of Diana. The two have never parted since. The fawn follows Sertorius everywhere, or strictly speaking, he follows the fawn, since it’s she who tells him where his enemies are and what routes to take. Ah, so you saw her with your own eyes. I envy you! I’ve never seen her, only heard of her.’

‘This white fawn is quite famous then?’

‘Everyone knows of her. I keep a tavern, don’t I? I know what people talk about, and every man from the Pyrenees to the Pillars of Hercules loves the white fawn!’

 

Since there was only one tavern in Sucro, Mamercus Claudius had no trouble finding us the next morning. He stepped into the common room just as Eco and I were finishing our breakfast of bread and dates. So, I thought, the young man has decided to return to his grandfather after all. I smiled at him. He did not smile back.

I realized that he was still in his military garb, and that he was not alone. A small band of soldiers entered the room behind him, all wearing the same grim look.

His visit was official, then. My breakfast turned heavy in my stomach. My mouth went dry. I remembered the evil premonition I had felt about this mission from the very first, even before I met Gaius Claudius . . .

Mamercus marched up to us. His manner was soldierly and impersonal. ‘Gordianus! Quintus Sertorius has sent me to fetch you.’

Then it was the worst, I thought. Mamercus had betrayed me to Sertorius, and now Sertorius was having me arrested for trying to engineer the defection of an officer. I had known the mission would be dangerous; I should have been more cautious. Mamercus had made it clear the previous day that he had no intention of returning to Rome with me; why had I lingered in Sucro? I had tarried too long, a victim of my own sentimental sympathy for the old senator. And I had made Eco a victim, as well. He was only a boy – surely Sertorius would not lop his head off along with mine. But what would become of him after I was gone? Sertorius would probably conscript him as a foot soldier, I thought. Was that to be Eco’s fate, to end his days on a battlefield, fighting for a lost cause in a foreign land? If only I had left him behind in Rome!

I stood as bravely as I could and gestured for Eco to do the same. Mamercus and his men escorted us out of the tavern and marched us up the river road, back to the camp. The men’s faces looked even grimmer under the bright morning sun. Not one of them said a word.

The same grimness presided in the camp. Every face we saw was glum and silent. Where were the high spirits of the day before?

We came to Sertorius’ tent. Mamercus pulled back the flap and announced my name. He gestured for Eco and me to enter. He himself remained outside, as did the other soldiers.

The commander was alone; more alone, in fact, than I realized at first. He rose from his chair eagerly, as if he had been waiting impatiently, and strode towards us. This was not the reception I had expected.

‘Gordianus the Finder!’ he said, grasping my hand. ‘What good fortune that you should happen to be here, on such a day! Do you know why I’ve summoned you?’

‘I’m beginning to think that I don’t.’ The look on Sertorius’ face was grim but not hostile. My head started to feel noticeably more secure on my shoulders.

‘Then you haven’t heard the news yet?’

‘What news?’

‘Excellent! That means that word hasn’t yet spread to the town. One tries to keep down the gossip and rumours when something like this happens, but it’s like putting out fires in a hayfield—’

I looked about the crowded tent, at the general’s sleeping cot, the portable cabinets with maps and scrolls stacked on top, the little lamps on tripods. Something was missing . . .

‘Where is the white fawn?’ I said.

The colour drained from his face. ‘Then you have heard the news?’

‘No. But if there is some crisis at hand, shouldn’t your divine counsellor be with you?’

Sertorius swallowed hard. ‘Someone has stolen her, in the night. Someone has kidnapped the white fawn!’

‘I see. But why have you sent for me, Quintus Sertorius?’

‘Don’t be coy, Finder. I know your reputation.’

‘You’ve heard of me?’

Sertorius managed a wry smile. ‘I do have some idea of what goes on in Rome, even if I haven’t been there in years. I have my spies and informants there – just as Pompey and the senate no doubt have their spies in my camp. I try to keep abreast of who’s taking whom to court, who’s up and who’s down. You might be surprised how often your name comes up. Yes, I know who you are.’

‘And do you know what brought me here?’ I wanted to be absolutely certain that we understood each other.

‘Yes, yes. I asked Mamercus about you yesterday. He showed me the letter. What a silly hen his grandfather is! The Sullans can have the old fellow – I have the grandson, and he’s turned out to be worth any three of Pompey’s officers, I’ll wager! Bright, curious, clever, and wholly committed to the cause. If the powers-that-be in Rome had any sense, they’d have restored his family’s estates and tried to win Mamercus over to their side, once his father was out of the way. But the Sullans always were a greedy lot of short-sighted bastards. They’ve driven all the best young men to Spain; all the better for me!’ For just a moment he flashed the dazzling smile which had no doubt won the hearts of those bright young men. Then the smile faded. ‘But back to the business at hand. They call you the Finder, don’t they? Well, I am a man who has lost something, and I must find it again!’

 

At night, Sertorius explained, the fawn was kept in a little tent of her own, near the general’s quarters. For religious reasons, the opening of the fawn’s tent was situated to face the rising moon; it had so happened, in this particular camp, that the front of the fawn’s tent faced away from most of the others, and so was not visible to Sertorius’ own night watch. The tent had its own guards, however, a pair of Celts who had vied for the religious honour of protecting Diana’s emissary. These two had apparently been given a powerful drug and had slept the night through. Sertorius was convinced of their tearful remorse at having failed the white fawn, but otherwise had not been able to get any useful information from them.

I asked to see the tent. Sertorius led me there himself. Before we entered, he glanced at Eco.

‘The boy has seen death before?’ he said.

‘Yes. Why do you ask?’

‘It’s not a gory sight – believe me, I’ve seen gore! Still, it’s not pretty to look at.’

He gave no further explanation, but led us into the tent. A little pen had been erected inside, with straw scattered on the ground along with pails of water and fresh grass. There was also, outside the pen, a little sleeping cot, upon which lay the girl we had seen in the general’s entourage the previous day. She was dressed in the same white gown, but the white scarf was no longer around her head, so that her hair lay in a shimmering black pool around her white face. Her legs were straight and her hands were folded on her chest. She might almost have been sleeping, except for the unnatural, waxy paleness of her flesh, and the circle of bruised, chafed skin around her throat.

‘Is this how you found her?’ I asked.

‘No,’ said Sertorius. ‘She was there in front of the pen, lying crumpled on the ground.’

‘Who was she?’

‘Just a girl from one of the Celtic tribes. Their priests said that only a virgin should be allowed to feed and groom the white fawn. This girl volunteered. It brought great honour to her family. Her name was Liria.’

‘Where is her white scarf, the one she wore around her hair?’

‘You are observant, Finder. The scarf is missing.’

‘Do you think . . . ?’ I reached towards the marks on her throat. ‘A scarf would be one way of strangling someone.’

Sertorius nodded gravely. ‘She must have tried to stop them. The guards were drugged, which means that Liria should have been drugged as well; she always ate the same food. But last night she may have fasted. She did that sometimes; she claimed that the white fawn would order her to fast, to keep herself pure. When they came to take the fawn, she must have woken up, and they strangled her to keep her from crying out.’

‘But why didn’t they simply kill the fawn, instead of kidnapping her?’

Sertorius sighed. ‘This land is crawling with superstition, Gordianus. Omens and portents are in every breath, and a man can’t take a piss without some god or other looking over his shoulder. I suspect that whoever did this had no intention of murdering anyone. What they wanted, what they intended, was that the fawn should simply disappear, don’t you see? As if she had fled on her own. As if Diana had abruptly deserted me to my fate. What would my Spanish soldiers make of that? Can you understand what a disaster that would be for me, Gordianus?’

He stared at the dead girl, then tore his gaze away and paced back and forth in the small space before the pen. ‘The kidnappers added murder to their crime; that was sacrilege enough, though Liria wasn’t really a priestess, just a girl from a humble family who happened still to be a virgin. But they would never had killed the fawn. That would have defeated their purpose. To kill the emissary of Diana would be an unforgivable atrocity. That would only strengthen the resolve of the tribes to fend off such an impious enemy. That’s why I’m certain the fawn is still alive and unharmed.

‘I’ve tried to keep this quiet, Gordianus, but I think the rumour has already begun to spread among the men that the fawn is missing. The Roman soldiers will suspect the truth, I imagine, that she was kidnapped for political reasons. But the natives – the natives will think that the gods have turned against me.’

‘Is their faith in the white fawn really so great?’

‘Oh, yes! That’s why I’ve used it, as a powerful tool to bind them to me. Powerful, but dangerous; superstition can be turned against the man who uses it, you see. I should have guarded her better!’

‘Do you believe in the white fawn yourself, Sertorius? Does she speak to you?’

He looked at me shrewdly. ‘I’m surprised that you even ask such a question, Gordianus. I’m a Roman general, not a credulous Spaniard. The white fawn is nothing more than a device of statecraft. Must I explain? One day my spies inform me of Pompey’s movements; the next day I announce that the white fawn whispered in my ear that Pompey will be seen in a certain place at a certain time, and, sure enough, he is. Whenever I learn a secret or see into the future, the knowledge comes to me from the white fawn – officially. Whenever I have to give an order that the natives find hard to stomach – such as burning one of their own villages, or putting a popular man to death – I tell them it must be done because the white fawn says so. It makes things much, much easier. And whenever things look uncertain, and the natives are on the verge of losing heart, I tell them that the white fawn has promised me a victory. They find their courage then; they rally, and they make the victory happen.

‘Do you think me blasphemous for resorting to such a device? The best generals have always done such things to shore up their men’s morale. Look at Sulla! Before a battle, he always made sure his troops would catch him mumbling to a little image he stole from the oracle at Delphi; the deity invariably promised him victory. And Marius, too – he kept a Syrian wisewoman in his entourage, who could always be counted on to foresee disaster for his enemies. Too bad she failed him in the end.

‘Even Alexander pulled such tricks. Do you know the story? Once when things looked bleak before a battle, his priests called for a blood sacrifice. While the sheep was being prepared at the altar, Alexander painted the letters N I backwards on the palms of one hand, and K E on the other. The priest cut open the sheep, pulled out the steaming liver and placed it in Alexander’s hands. Alexander turned it over to show his men, and sure enough, there it was, written on the liver in letters no one could mistake – the Greek word for victory!’

‘And your device was the white fawn?’

Sertorius stopped his pacing and looked me in the eye. ‘Here in Spain, the local tribes, especially the Celts, have a special belief in the mystical power of white animals. A good general makes note of such beliefs. When the hunters brought Dianara to me that day—’

‘Dianara?’

Did he look slightly embarrassed? ‘I call the white fawn Dianara, after the goddess. Why not? When they brought her to me, I saw at once what could be done with her. I made her my divine counsellor! And the strategy has paid off handsomely. But now—’

Sertorius began to pace again. ‘My scouts tell me that Metellus has joined Pompey on the other side of the Sucro. If my Spaniards find out that the fawn is missing, and I’m forced into another battle – the result could be an utter disaster. What man will fight for a general whom the gods have deserted? My only chance now is to withdraw west into the highlands, as quickly as I can. But in the meantime, the fawn must be found!’ He gave me a look that was at once desperate and demanding.

‘I’m a Finder, Quintus Sertorius, not a hunter.’

‘This is a kidnapping, Gordianus, not a chase. I’ll pay you well. Bring Dianara back to me, and I shall reward you handsomely.’

I considered. My commission from Gaius Claudius was completed. I had verified young Mamercus’ whereabouts, delivered the letter, and given him every chance to accompany me back to Rome. I was a free agent again, in a foreign land, and a powerful man was seeking my help.

On the other hand, to aid a renegade general in the field would surely, in the view of the Roman Senate, constitute an act of treason . . .

I liked Sertorius, because he was honest and brave, and in the long run, the underdog. I liked him even better when he named an actual figure as a reward.

I agreed. If I could not return an errant young man to his grandfather, perhaps I could return a missing fawn to her master.

 

Sertorius allowed me to question the two guards who had been drugged. I could only agree with his own assessment, that the men were truly remorseful for what had happened and that they had nothing useful to tell. Neither did any of the other watchmen; no one had seen or heard a thing. It was as if the moon herself had reached down to fetch the white fawn home.

By the time Eco and I arrived back in Sucro that afternoon, the tavern was full of locals, all thirsty for wine and hungry for any news they could get of the missing white fawn. The secret was out, and rumours were flying wild. I listened attentively; one never knows when a bit of gossip may be helpful. Some said that the fawn had actually deserted Sertorius long ago (this was patently false, since I had seen the creature myself). Others claimed that the fawn had died, and that Sertorius had buried it and was only pretending that it had disappeared. A few said that the fawn had been stolen, but no one reported the death of the virgin. Perhaps the wildest rumour (and the most ominous) asserted that the fawn had showed up in Pompey’s camp, and was now his confidant.

None of this was very helpful. After the local crowd dispersed to their homes for the night, I asked our host what he made of it all.

‘Not a one of them knows a blasted thing! All a bunch of windbags.’ Lacro said this cheerily enough, and why not? He must have turned a nice profit on the sale of wine that day, and quite a few of the crowd had stayed on for dinner. ‘The only story that rang true to my ears was the one about the fawn being seen in the marshes.’

‘What’s this? I missed that one.’

‘That’s because the fellow who told it wasn’t shouting his head off like the fools who had nothing to say. He was here behind the counter, talking to me. An old friend of mine; we sometimes go trapping in the marshes together. He was there early this morning. Says he caught a glimpse of something white off in the distance, in a stand of swamp trees.’

‘Perhaps he saw a bird.’

‘Too big for a bird, he said, and it moved like a beast, from here to there along the ground.’

‘Did he get a closer look?’

‘He tried. But by the time he reached the trees, there was nothing to be seen – nothing except fresh hoof prints in the mud. The prints of a young deer, of that he was certain. And footprints, as well.’

‘Footprints?’

‘Two men, he said. One on each side of the fawn.’

Eco gripped my arm and shook it. I agreed; this was very interesting. ‘Did your friend follow these tracks?’

‘No, he turned back and went about his business, checking his traps.’ Lacro raised an eyebrow. ‘He didn’t say as much, but from the look on his face, I think he felt afraid when he saw those tracks. This is a fellow who knows the marshes like his own mother’s face; knows what belongs there and what doesn’t, and if something’s not right. He saw those tracks and felt a bit of awe, standing where Diana’s gift had passed. Mark my words, that white fawn is in the marshes.’

Eco nudged me and put his hands to his throat, miming strangulation. Lacro looked puzzled.

I translated. ‘If your friend was afraid to follow those tracks, then his instincts probably are good.’ At least one person had already been murdered by the fawn’s abductors.

‘I don’t quite follow you.’

I looked at him steadily. ‘Yesterday, you spoke well of Sertorius . . .’

‘I did.’

‘And you spoke with reverence about the white fawn . . .’

‘Diana’s gift.’

‘Lacro, I want to tell you a secret. Something very important.’

‘So, what are you waiting for? Who can keep secrets better than an innkeeper?’ He hooked his thumb and gestured to the sleeping quarters upstairs, as if alluding to all the trysts which had taken place under his roof that would never be revealed by his telling.

‘And do you think this friend of yours could keep a secret, as well?’ I said. ‘And more importantly, do you think he might agree to guide a couple of strangers into the marshes? There’s likely to be some danger – but there’ll be a fee in it, too. A fee for you both . . .’

 

Before daybreak the next morning, we set out for the marshes.

Lacro and his friend, who was called Stilensis, led the way. Eco and I followed behind.

We came to the stand of trees where Stilensis had seen the tracks. They were still visible in the mud, picked out sharply by the first slanting rays of sunlight. We followed them. In places where the ground was too hard or too soft, the trail seemed to vanish, at least to my eyes, but our experienced guides were able to discern even the faintest traces. Occasionally even they lost the trail, and when that happened, they would patiently circle about until they found it again. Sometimes I could see how they did it, by spotting a broken twig or a crumpled leaf; at other times, it seemed to me that they were guided by some hidden instinct, or simple luck. Perhaps Lacro would say that Diana showed them the way.

They also seemed to sense, by some unknown faculty, the moment when we came within earshot of our prey. At the same moment, Lacro and Stilensis both turned and gestured for us to be utterly silent.

As for the enemy, there were only two of them, as the tracks had indicated; but the tracks had also indicated, by their size and depth, that the men making them were large fellows, with large shoes and heavy bodies. Fortunately for us, they were still asleep when we came upon them. They had no tent and had made no fire. They slept on a bed of leaves, with light blankets to cover them.

Lacro and Stilensis had brought their hunting bows. While they notched arrows and took aim, Eco and I yanked away the men’s blankets. They woke at once, scrambled to their feet, then froze when they saw the arrows aimed at them. They cursed in some native tongue.

Lacro asked them what they had done with the white fawn. The men grumbled and pointed towards a thick patch of bushes.

In a little clearing, Eco and I came upon the creature. She was tied to a small tree, asleep with her legs folded beneath her. At our approach, she stirred and lifted her head. I expected her to scramble up and try to bolt away. Instead, she stared at us sleepily and blinked several times, then threw back her head and seemed to yawn. She slowly and methodically unfolded her limbs and got to her feet, then sauntered towards us and lifted her face to be nuzzled. Eco let out a gasp of delight as he stroked the back of his hand against the shimmering white fur beneath her eyes.



 

We marched our prisoners through the marsh and then along the river road, with Eco leading the fawn by her leash, or as often as not being led by her. We stopped short of Sertorius’ camp, and while the others waited in a secluded spot by the river, I went to give the general the news.

I arrived just in time. Only a single tent – the general’s – was still standing. The troops had already begun the westward march towards the highlands. Sertorius and his staff were busily packing wagons and seeing to the final details of disbanding the camp.

Sertorius was the first to see me. He froze for an instant, then strode towards me. His face seemed to glow in the morning light. ‘It’s good news, isn’t it?’

I nodded.

‘Is she well?’

‘Yes.’

‘And the scoundrels who took her – did you capture them as well?’

‘Two men, both native Spaniards.’

‘I knew it! I woke up this morning with a feeling that something wonderful would happen. Where is she? Take me to her at once! No, wait.’ He turned and called to his staff. ‘Come along, all of you. Wonderful news! Come and see!’

Among the officers, I saw Mamercus, carrying a cabinet out of the general’s tent. ‘Put that down, Mamercus, and come see what the Finder has caught for us!’ shouted Sertorius. ‘Something white! And two black-hearted Spaniards with her!’

Mamercus looked confused for a moment, then put down the cabinet. He nodded and stepped back into the tent.

‘Come, Gordianus. Take me to her at once!’ said Sertorius, pulling at my arm.

On the banks of the Sucro, the general and his fawn were reunited. I don’t think I had ever seen a Roman general weep before. I certainly know that I had never seen one pick up a fawn and carry it about in his arms like a baby. For all his protestations that the white fawn was only a tool of statecraft, a cynical means of exploiting superstitions he did not share, I think that the creature meant much more than that to Sertorius. While she might not have whispered to him in the voice of Diana, or foretold the future, the white fawn was the visible sign of the gods’ favour, without which every man is naked before his enemies. What I saw on the banks of the Sucro was the exultation of a man whose luck had deserted him and then had returned in the blink of an eye.

But Sertorius was a Roman general, and not given to undue sentimentality, even about his own destiny. After a while, he put down the fawn and turned to the two Spaniards we had captured. He spoke to them in their own dialect. Lacro whispered a translation in my ear.

They had treated the fawn well, Sertorius said, and had not harmed her; that was wise, and showed a modicum of respect for the goddess. But they had flouted the dignity of a Roman general and had interfered with the will of the goddess; and a young virgin had been murdered. For that they would be punished.

The two men comported themselves with great dignity, considering that they were likely to be slain on the spot. They conferred with each other for a moment, then one of them spoke. They were only hirelings, they explained. They knew nothing of a murdered girl. They had merely agreed to meet a man at the edge of the camp two nights ago. He had brought the fawn to them, wrapped in a blanket. They were to hide with the fawn in the marsh until Sertorius and his army were gone. They would never have harmed the creature, nor would they have harmed the girl who kept her.

Sertorius told them that he had suspected as much, that one of his own men – indeed, someone on his own staff, with adequate knowledge of the general’s routine and the workings of the camp – must have been behind the kidnapping. If the two Spaniards were willing to point out this man, the severity of their own punishment might be considerably mitigated.

The two men conferred again. They agreed.

Sertorius stepped back and gestured to the members of his assembled staff. The two Spaniards looked from face to face, then shook their heads. The man was not among them.

Sertorius frowned and surveyed his staff. He stiffened. I saw a flash of pain in his eye. He sighed and turned to me. ‘One of my men isn’t here, Finder.’

‘Yes, I see. He must have stayed behind.’

Sertorius ordered some of his men to stay and guard the fawn. The rest of us hurried back with him to the camp.

‘Look there! His horse is still here,’ said Sertorius.

‘Then he hasn’t fled,’ I said. ‘Perhaps he had no reason to flee. Perhaps he had nothing to do with the kidnapping—’

But I knew this could not be the case, even as Eco and I followed Sertorius into his tent. Amid the clutter of folded cots and chairs, Mamercus lay quivering on the ground, transfixed on his own sword. His right hand still gripped the pommel. In his left hand, he clutched the virgin’s white scarf.

He was still alive. We knelt beside him. He began to whisper. We bent our heads close. ‘I never meant to kill the girl,’ he said. ‘She was asleep, and should have stayed that way . . . from the drug . . . but she woke. I couldn’t let her scream. I meant to pull the scarf across her mouth . . . but then it was around her throat . . . and she wouldn’t stop struggling. She was stronger than you might think . . .’

Sertorius shook his head. ‘But why, Mamercus? Why kidnap the fawn? You were my man!’

‘No, never,’ said Mamercus. ‘I was Pompey’s man! One of his agents in Rome hired me to be Pompey’s spy. They said you would trust me . . . take me into your confidence . . . because of my father. They wanted someone to steal the white fawn from you. Not to kill it, just to steal it. You see, Gordianus, I never betrayed my grandfather. Tell him that.’

‘But why did you take up with Pompey?’ I said.

He grimaced. ‘For money, of course! We were ruined. How could I ever have a career in Rome, without money? Pompey offered me more than enough.’

I shook my head. ‘You should have come back to Rome with me.’

Mamercus managed a rueful smile. ‘At first, I thought you were a messenger from Pompey. I couldn’t believe he could be so stupid, to send a messenger for me into the camp, in broad daylight! Then you said you came from my grandfather . . . dear, beloved grandfather. I suppose the gods were trying to tell me something, but it was too late. My plan was set for that very night. I couldn’t turn back.’ He coughed. A trickle of blood ran from the corner of his mouth. ‘But I turned your visit to my advantage! I showed Sertorius the letter . . . vowed that I had no intention of leaving him . . . not even to please my grandfather! How could he not trust me after that? Sertorius, forgive me! But Gordianus—’

He released his sword and blindly gripped my arm. With his other hand he still clutched the scarf. ‘Don’t tell grandfather about the girl! Tell him I was a spy, if you want. Tell him I died doing my duty. Tell him I had the courage to fall on my own sword. But not about the girl . . .’

His grip loosened. The light went out of his eyes. The scarf slipped from his fingers.

I looked at Sertorius. On his face I saw anger, disappointment, grief, confusion. I realized that Mamercus Claudius, like the white fawn, had meant more to him than he would say. Mamercus had been a sort of talisman for him, in the way that a son is a talisman – a sign of the gods’ love, a pointer to a brighter future. But Mamercus had been none of those things, and the truth was hard for Sertorius to bear. How had he described Mamercus to me? ‘Bright, curious, clever, wholly committed to the cause.’ How painfully ironic those words seemed now!

I think that in that moment, Sertorius saw that the white fawn counted for nothing after all; that his days were numbered; that the might of Rome would never cease hounding him until he was destroyed and all traces of his rival state were obliterated from the earth. He picked up the scarf and pressed it to his face, covering his eye, and for that I was thankful.

 

The voyage back to Rome seemed long and tedious, yet not nearly long enough; I was not looking forward to meeting with Gaius Claudius and giving him the news.

I had done exactly as he asked: I had found his grandson, delivered the letter, invited Mamercus to flee. I had accepted the task and completed it. When Sertorius asked me to find the white fawn, how could I have known the end?

None of us could have known the outcome of my trip to Spain, least of all Gaius Claudius. And yet, if Gaius had not sent me to find his grandson, Mamercus might still have been alive. Would the old man be able to bear the bitterness of it, that seeking only to bring the boy safely home, he himself had instigated the events that led to the boy’s destruction?

And yet, surely Mamercus alone was responsible for his downfall. He had deceived his grandfather, no matter that he loved him; had been a spy for a man and a cause he did not care about; had murdered an innocent girl. And for what? All for money; nothing but that.

I should not waste a single tear on the boy, I told myself, leaning over the rail of the ship that carried me back to Rome. It was night. The sky was black and the moon was full, her face spread upon the dark waters like a great pool of white light. Perhaps I did shed a tear for Mamercus Claudius; but the cold breeze plucked it at once from my cheek and dropped it into the vastness of the salty sea. There it was lost in an instant, and surely never counted for anything in the scales of justice, either as reckoned by mortals or by the gods.




SOMETHING FISHY IN POMPEII

 



 

‘Taste it,’ said Lucius Claudius. ‘Go on – taste it!’

I wrinkled my nose. Strange as it may sound, I was not particularly fond of garum. Never mind that ninety-nine out of a hundred Romans adore it, and add it to ninety-nine out of a hundred dishes, spooning it over everything from sausages to egg custard, from asparagus to honey cakes. ‘Garum goes with everything,’ goes the popular saying.

We sat in the garden of Lucius’ opulent house on the Palatine Hill. A slave stood before me – a rather beautiful young slave, for in all things Lucius was used to having the best – holding a small silver dish in each hand. In each dish was a dark, glistening dollop of garum.

‘Taste it!’ insisted Lucius.

I dabbed a finger into the thick, oily sauce in the dish to my left. I smelled it first, breathing in the sharp odour of pickled fish; reluctantly, I popped my finger into my mouth. The taste was powerful: salty and slightly tangy, the spices playing with remarkable complexity upon my tongue.

I smiled. ‘Actually, that’s not bad. Not bad at all.’

‘Of course it’s not bad!’ said Lucius, his fair, chubby cheeks blushing as red as the curls on his head. ‘That’s the finest garum on the market, made exclusively at my manufactory outside Pompeii. The only reason you claim not to be fond of garum, Gordianus, is because you’re used to the awful stuff that’s passed off as garum – smelly pots of fermented fish entrails with a few crushed olives and a sprig of rosemary thrown in for seasoning. Foul stuff! This is the real thing, made from farm-fattened sardines macerated in salt and seasoned with my own secret recipe of spices and herbs, aged for a full month before it’s scooped into amphorae for shipment – not the mere twenty days that some of my competitors try to get away with.’

I dabbed my finger into the garum and took another taste. ‘It’s really quite delicious. This would be very good on meats. Or vegetables. Or you could simply eat it on a piece of flatbread. Or straight out of the jar! Yes, I could get used to eating this. I suppose it’s expensive?’

‘Very! But help me with my problem, Gordianus, and you shall have a lifetime supply, free of charge.’

‘And what would that problem be?’

‘Taste the other sample.’

I took a sip of wine to cleanse my palate, then dipped my finger into the dollop of garum to my right. I smelled it; popped my finger between my lips; closed my eyes to savour the heady aftertaste that suffused my entire mouth; then dipped my finger to try a second helping.

Lucius leaned towards me. ‘And?’

‘Obviously, I’m no expert on garum, but . . .’

‘Yes, yes?’

‘I would say that these two samples are . . . identical. The same robust yet subtle taste; the same sublimely slippery texture. No difference whatsoever.’

Lucius nodded gravely. ‘And that’s the problem! The first sample you tasted is my own brand of garum. The second is from my competitor, that blasted Marcus Fabricius.’

‘Fabricius?’

‘His little garum manufactory is just a stone’s throw from my own, down in Pompeii. I ship all over the world, while Fabricius sells most of his product out of a little shop here in Rome. Every so often I purchase some of his garum, just to remind myself what an inferior recipe tastes like. I bought this batch today. Imagine my shock when I tasted it!’

‘It does seems unlikely that garum from different makers could be so completely identical.’

‘Unlikely? Impossible! Fabricius must have stolen my secret recipe!’



 

So it happened, for the promise of a lifetime’s supply of the world’s best garum – and because Lucius Claudius is my good friend and steadfast patron – that I found myself in the vicinity of Pompeii a few days later, taking a tour of Lucius’ garum manufactory with the foreman, a tall, wizened slave named Acastus. I carried a letter of introduction from Lucius and posed as a would-be investor.

The impressive compound was situated beside a stream that emptied into the bay at the foot of Mount Vesuvius. Patios surrounded large sunken tanks in which the sardines were fattened; the murky water glistened with masses of darting silver fish. A warehouse held great stores of salt, herbs and spices. Nearby there was a shed where artisans crafted clay vessels; storage pots for spices, as well as special pots for making the garum and amphorae for transporting it, were made on-site. There was a large stable full of horses and wagons for transporting the finished product overland to various Italian cities, as well as a waterfront facility for loading ships that would take the garum to markets as far away as Alexandria. Among those who could afford it, the garum of Lucius Claudius was a much sought-after, highly valuable commodity, the integrity of which he wished devoutly to safeguard.

At the centre of the compound was the large, charmingly rustic house where Lucius stayed when he was in residence. Attached to the house were the guest quarters where I would be staying. The upper storey contained Acastus’ office, where pigeonhole shelves were stuffed with correspondence and tables were stacked high with ledgers. From his balcony, beyond the warehouse, I could see the glittering bay dotted with sails. Closer at hand, beyond the wooded cleft by the stream, I could see the roofs and terraces of a neighbouring compound.

‘What’s that place?’ I asked.

Acastus squinted. ‘Oh, that’s the manufactory of Marcus Fabricius. They make garum, too, or something they call garum. Of no interest to a serious investor, I assure you. Their product is quite inferior.’

‘I see. Can you show me exactly how the garum is prepared?’

‘What’s that you say?’

I repeated my request, more loudly.

‘Certainly,’ wheezed Acastus. He seemed so old and frail that any master but Lucius would likely have replaced him long ago; but Lucius had a kindly streak, despite his patrician snobbery. Acastus, he had assured me, was the most trustworthy of all the foremen on all his farms and manufactories (for garum was only one of Lucius’ moneymaking enterprises). Acastus oversaw production, scheduled shipments, billed customers and kept the books. At all these tasks, Lucius told me, Acastus excelled. But a foreman must be watchdog as well as overseer; if something odd was going on at the garum manufactory, were Acastus’ eyes and ears sharp enough to notice?

With a doddering gait, he led me towards a terrace shaded by olive trees, where various slaves toiled over large clay pots. ‘Garum was invented by the Greeks, you know,’ he said. ‘In the old days it was a luxury that only the wealthiest Romans could afford. Nowadays everyone eats it, every day, on everything – or at least they eat something they call garum, whether it’s worthy of the name or not. The best garum is still quite costly. Here, we’ll watch this fellow make up a batch. Patro is your name, isn’t it?’

‘Yes, foreman.’ A bright-eyed young slave stood before a very large, wide-mouthed, flat-bottomed clay pot that came up to his knees. The bottom of the pot was already covered with a mixture of aromatic dried herbs. I leaned over the pot and breathed in the smells of dill, coriander, celery, fennel, oregano and mint. No doubt there were other spices my nose was too untrained to discern.

‘Who mixes the spices?’ I said.

‘What’s that?’

‘I said, who mixes—’

‘The master comes down from Rome and does it himself, every other month or so,’ said Acastus.

This confirmed what Lucius had already told me. ‘But others must know exactly which spices are stocked in the warehouse. The recipe can’t be a secret.’

Acastus laughed. ‘The ingredients aren’t the secret. It’s the proportions that make the difference. The master does the measuring and the mixing himself, with no one else present. He’s got a most refined palate, has the master. There are over thirty spices in all. You’d be hard-pressed to reproduce that exact mixture by tasting the finished product, or haphazardly trying this or that amount.’

Patro, meanwhile, had fetched another pot, this one filled with sardines. These he spread over the layer of spices. ‘The fatter the fish, the better,’ commented Acastus.

Over the sardines, Patro spread a thick layer of salt. ‘Two fingers high,’ said Acastus. ‘More is too salty; less, not salty enough.’

Patro repeated these three layers – spices, fish, salt – until the container was full. He then placed a lid on the pot, sealed the rim with pitch, and, with the help of another slave – for the pot must have been quite heavy – carried it to a sunny spot nearby.

‘Now we let the mixture sit in the sun for seven days. No more, no less! After that, we’ll stir it every day for twenty days. And then . . .’ Acastus kissed his fingertips. ‘The finest garum on earth. I taste each batch myself before it’s shipped out.’ He flashed a gap-toothed smile. ‘You were wondering, weren’t you, why the master has kept me on, long past my prime? Not for my squinting eyes or my half-deaf ears. For this.’ He tapped his nose. ‘And this.’ He stuck out his tongue.

I heard laughter behind me and turned to see Patro and the other slave cover their mouths and look away. Acastus squinted in their direction. ‘Did you hear squirrels chattering?’ he said. ‘Terrible pests. Known to open the garum pots during fermentation and scatter it all about. We have to throw the whole batch away when that happens.’

‘Would it spoil if you simply resealed it?’

‘Probably not, but we can’t take the chance. The master has a standard to maintain.’

‘How often does this happen?’

‘Perhaps once a month.’

‘I suppose you note the loss in your ledgers?’

‘Of course! I keep strict accounting of all expenditures and losses, including spoilage. It’s not a major problem; still, I feed the workers fresh squirrel as often as I can, so as to thin the ranks of those nasty pests!’

 

That night Acastus and I dined not on squirrel but on herb bread and liver pâté, with generous helpings of garum. Acastus went to bed early. I stayed up for a while, examining the ledgers, with his permission. Eventually I went to bed myself, with instructions to be awakened at the beginning of the workday.

A slave woke me at dawn. I roused myself, went down to the stream to splash my face, and ate a crust of bread on the terrace. Acastus was not yet up, but the rest of the compound was stirring. I strolled over to the fermentation area.

From a distance, I saw young Patro with his hands on his hips, shaking his head. ‘Can you believe it? They’ve done it again, those damned squirrels!’

It appeared that the phenomenon Acastus had described had occurred during the night. The lid of the container which Patro had sealed the previous day lay on the grass, salt was scattered about, and a whole layer of sardines was missing.

‘Mischievous little pests, aren’t they?’ I said.

Patro smiled. ‘More hungry than mischievous, don’t you imagine? Either way, they’re only as the gods made them. Well, I suppose I should get rid of this batch, then let Acastus know. Here, Motho, come help me carry it down to the stream.’

Together, they lifted the open container. Walking slowly and awkwardly, they headed towards the wooded cleft beside the stream.

I headed for the cleft myself, walking fast and taking a different route. I was waiting on the opposite bank when they arrived. Instead of emptying the contents of the pot in the rushing water, they crossed the shallow stream and began to climb the opposite bank, huffing and puffing.

‘And where might you fellows be going?’ I said.

They froze in their tracks and gazed up at me blankly.

‘We . . . that is to say . . .’ Patro frantically tried to think of some explanation.

‘I think you’re headed for Fabricius’ place, to sell him that pot of garum. He’ll only need to add some sardines and salt to the top, seal it up, and let it ferment. A month from now he can sell it at his little shop in Rome and claim that it’s every bit as delicious as the famous garum of Lucius Claudius – since it is the garum of Lucius Claudius!’

‘Please, this is the first time we’ve ever—’

‘No, Patro. You’ve been doing this about once a month for almost half a year. That’s how often such a loss is noted in Acastus’ ledgers.’

‘But – we didn’t spoil this batch. I was in my bed all night, and so was Motho—’

‘I know you didn’t. Nor did a squirrel. I did it myself, to see what would happen. I imagine that the very first time it happened, it was the act of a squirrel, or some other nocturnal pest. And you thought: what a pity, to waste all that lovely, valuable garum. Why not sell it to the neighbour? What do you two do with the money Fabricius pays you? Enjoy a night of wine and women down in Pompeii?’

Their faces turned red.

‘I thought so. But what was it you said about the squirrels? “They’re only as the gods made them.” Hard to blame you for taking advantage of the occasional accident – except that what began as an accident has become a regular occurrence. If it happens that you two have been damaging batches of garum on purpose—’

‘You can’t prove that!’ said Patro, his voice rising to a desperate pitch.

‘No. But I intend to stop it from happening again. What do you say? I’ll turn a blind eye to this morning’s mischief, in exchange for your promise that you’ll never sell garum to Fabricius again.’

The two of them looked very relieved and very repentant.

‘Very well. Now, let’s see you empty that spoiled batch of garum in the stream!’



 

On the way back to Rome, I pondered the dilemma I had got myself into. How could I assure Lucius Claudius that the problem had been taken care of, without getting those two young slaves into trouble? And furthermore how could I let Lucius know, without getting Acastus into trouble, that the foreman needed an assistant with a sharper pair of eyes and ears and a more suspicious temperament?

I would think of something. After all, a lifetime’s supply of the world’s best garum was at stake!




ARCHIMEDES’ TOMB

 



 

‘When I learned that you and your son were here in Syracuse, Gordianus, I sent Tiro to find you at once. You have no idea what a comfort it is, seeing a familiar face out here in the provinces,’ Cicero smiled and raised his cup.

I returned the gesture. Eco did likewise, and the three of us sipped in unison. The local vintage wasn’t bad. ‘I appreciate the welcome,’ I said, which was true. Indeed, Tiro’s unexpected appearance at the dingy inn down at the harbour where Eco and I were staying had taken me by complete surprise, and the invitation to dine with Cicero and to spend the night at his rented house surprised me even more. In the five years since Cicero had first employed me (to assist him in the defence of Sextus Roscius, accused of parricide), our relationship had been strictly professional. Cicero generally treated me with a cool diffidence: I was merely the Finder, useful for digging up dirt. I regarded him with wary respect; as an advocate and rising politician, Cicero seemed genuinely interested in justice and truth – but in the end he was, after all, an advocate and a politician.

In other words, we were on friendly terms, but not exactly friends. So I found it curious that he should have invited Eco and me to dine with him purely for pleasure. His twelve months as a government administrator here in Sicily must have been lonely for him indeed if the sight of my face could bring him much enjoyment. ‘You’re not exactly at the end of the world here,’ I felt obliged to point out. ‘Sicily isn’t all that far from Rome.’

‘True, true, but far enough to make a man appreciate what Rome has to offer. And far enough so that all the gossip gets a bit distorted on the way here. You must tell me everything that’s been happening in the Forum, Gordianus.’

‘Surely your friends and family keep you informed.’

‘They write, of course, and some of them have visited. But none of them have your . . .’ He searched for the word. ‘Your particular perspective.’ Looking up at the world, he meant, instead of down. ‘Ah, but now that my year of service is up, I shall soon be back in Rome myself. What a relief it shall be to leave this wretched place behind me. What’s that the boy is saying?’

On the dining couch beside me, my mute son had put down his cup and was shaping thoughts in the air with his hands. His pictures were clear enough to me, if not to Cicero: high mountains, broad beaches, stony cliffs. ‘Eco likes Sicily, or at least the little we’ve seen of it on this trip. He says that the scenery here is beautiful.’

‘True enough,’ Cicero agreed, ‘though not so true of the people.’

‘The Greek-speaking population? I thought you adored all things Greek, Cicero.’

‘All things Greek, perhaps, but not all Greeks.’ He sighed. ‘Greek culture is one thing, Gordianus. The art, the temples, the plays, the philosophy, the mathematics, the poetry. But – well, since my other guests haven’t yet arrived, I shall speak freely, Roman to Roman. The Greeks who gave us all that marvellous culture are dust now, and have been for centuries. As for their farflung progeny, especially in these parts – well, it’s sad to see how little they resemble their colonizing ancestors.

‘Consider this city: Syracuse, once a beacon of light and learning to the whole of the Mediterranean this side of Italy – the Athens of the west, the rival of Alexandria at its peak. Two hundred years ago, Hiero ruled here, and men like Archimedes walked the beach. Now one finds only the remnants of a proud race, a degraded people, rude and uneducated, without manners or morals. The farflung colonies of the Greeks have forgotten their forebears. The mantle of civilization has been taken up by us, Gordianus, by Rome. We are the true heirs to Greek culture, not the Greeks. Only Romans nowadays have the refinement to truly appreciate, say, a statue by Polyclitus.’

‘Or is it that only Romans have the money to afford such things?’ I suggested. ‘Or the armies to bring them home by force?’

Cicero wrinkled his nose to show that he found my questions inappropriate, and called for more wine. Beside me, Eco fidgeted on his couch. The early education of my adopted son had been sorely neglected, and despite my best efforts, his progress was still hampered by his inability to speak. At fifteen, he was almost a man, but talk of culture, especially from a snob like Cicero, quickly bored him.

‘Your year of foreign service has made you even more of a Roman patriot,’ I remarked. ‘But if your term is up, and if you find the company of the Greek Sicilians so lacking, I wonder that you don’t leave the place at once.’

‘Right now I’m playing tourist, actually. I was posted to the other half of the island, you see, over in Lilybaeum on the west coast. Syracuse is a stopover on my way home, a last chance to see the sights before I quit Sicily for good. Don’t misunderstand me, Gordianus. This is a beautiful island, as your son says, resplendent with natural wonders. There are many fine buildings and works of art, and many sites of great historical importance. So much has happened in Sicily in the centuries since the Greeks colonized it – the golden reign of Hiero, the great mathematical discoveries of his friend Archimedes, the Carthaginian invasions, the Roman takeover. There’s plenty for a visitor to see and do here in Syracuse.’ He sipped his wine. ‘But I don’t suppose it’s pleasure that’s brought you here, Gordianus.’

‘Eco and I are here strictly on business. A fellow back in Rome hired me to follow the trail of a business partner who absconded with the profits. I tracked the missing man here to Syracuse, but today I learned that he’s sailed on, probably east to Alexandria. My instructions were to go only as far as Sicily, so as soon as I can book passage, I plan to head back to Rome with the bad news and collect my fee.’

‘Ah, but now that we’ve found one another here in a strange city, you must stay with me for a while, Gordianus.’ Cicero sounded sincere, but then, all politicians do. I suspected the invitation for an extended stay was merely a polite gesture. ‘What a remarkable livelihood you have,’ he went on, ‘hunting down murderers and scoundrels. Of course, one hardly meets a better class of people, being in government service, especially in the provinces. Ah, but here’s Tiro!’

Cicero’s young secretary gave me a smile and mussed Eco’s hair as he passed behind our couches. Eco pretended to take offence and put up his fists like a boxer. Tiro indulged him and did likewise. Tiro had an affable, unassuming nature. I had always found him easier to deal with, and to like, than his master.

‘What is it, Tiro?’ said Cicero.

‘Your other three guests have arrived, Master. Shall I show them in?’

‘Yes. Tell the kitchen slaves that they can bring out the first course as soon as we’re all settled.’ Cicero turned back to me. ‘I hardly know these fellows myself. I was told by friends in Lilybaeum that I should meet them while I was here in Syracuse. Dorotheus and Agathinus are important businessmen, partners in a shipping firm. Margero is said to be a poet, or what passes for a poet in Syracuse nowadays.’

Despite his disdainful tone, Cicero made a great show of welcoming his guests as they entered the room, springing up from his couch and extending his arms to give them a politician’s embrace. He could hardly have been more unctuous had they been a trio of undecided voters back in Rome.

The meal, much of it harvested from the sea, was excellent, and the company more genial than Cicero had led me to expect. Dorotheus was a heavyset, round-faced man with a great black beard and a booming voice. He joked continually during the meal, and his good humour was contagious; Eco particularly succumbed to it, often joining his own odd but charming bray to Dorotheus’ pealing laughter. From certain bits of conversation that passed between Dorotheus and his business partner, I gathered that both men had cause to be in high spirits, having recently struck some very lucrative deals. Agathinus, however, was more restrained than his partner; he smiled and laughed quietly at Dorotheus’ jokes, but said little. Physically, he was quite the opposite of Dorotheus as well, a tall, slender man with a narrow face, a slit of a mouth and a long nose. They seemed a perfect example of how a successful partnership can sometimes result from the union of two markedly different natures.

The third Syracusan, Margero, certainly looked and played the part of a pensive Greek poet. He was younger than his wealthy companions and quite handsome, with ringlike curls across his forehead, heavy lips, and a dark-browed, moody countenance. I gathered that his verses were quite fashionable at the moment in Syracusan intellectual circles, and I sensed that he was more an ornament than a friend to the two businessmen. He seldom laughed, and showed no inclination to recite from his poems, which was probably for the best, considering Cicero’s snobbishness. For his part, Cicero only occasionally struck a patronizing tone.

There was talk of business regarding the port of Syracuse and the Sicilian grain harvest, talk of the season’s dramatic festivals at the old Greek theatre in the city, talk of the current fashions among the Syracusan women (who always lagged a few years behind the women of Rome, as Cicero felt obliged to point out). Much of the conversation was in Greek, and Eco, whose Greek was limited, inevitably grew restless; eventually I dismissed him, knowing he would find the conversation much more fascinating if he could eavesdrop from the kitchen with Tiro.

Eventually, over fresh cups of wine after the final course of savoury onions stewed in honey with mustard seeds, Cicero steered the conversation to the past. He had spent his year in Sicily making himself an expert on the island’s long and tumultuous history, and seemed quite pleased at the chance to demonstrate his knowledge to a native audience. Little by little his voice fell into a speechifying rhythm that invited no interruption. What he had to say was fascinating – I had never heard so many gruesome details of the great slave revolts that wracked Sicily in the previous generation – but after a while I could see that his Syracusan guests were growing as restless as Eco.

Cicero grew especially impassioned when he turned to Hiero, the ruler of Syracuse during its golden age. ‘Now there was a ruler, an example to all the other Hellenic tyrants who reigned over the Greek cities in his day. But then, you must know all about the glory of Hiero’s reign, Margero.’

‘Must I?’ said Margero, blinking and clearing his throat like a man awakening from a nap.

‘Being a poet, I mean. Theocritus – his sixteenth idyll,’ Cicero prompted.

Margero merely blinked again.

‘The sixteenth idyll of Theocritus,’ said Cicero, ‘the poem in which he extols the virtues of Hiero’s reign and looks forward to his ultimate victory over Carthage. Surely you know the poem.’

Margero blinked his heavy lashes and shrugged.

Cicero frowned disapprovingly, then forced a smile. ‘I mean those verses, of course, which begin,

 
This is ever the business of Muses, of poets,
to sing praise to gods, to sing hymns to
heroes . . .
 

‘Surely, Margero . . . ?’

The young poet stirred himself. ‘It is vaguely familiar.’ Dorotheus laughed softly. Agathinus’ thin lips compressed into a smile. I realized that Margero was having Cicero on.

Cicero, oblivious, prompted him with more lines:

 
Bravely the men of Syracuse grip their spears and lift up their wickerwork shields.
Among them Hiero girds himself like a hero
of old,
with a lion’s head atop his helmet.
 

‘Horsehair,’ Margero grunted.

‘What’s that?’

‘ “With a plume of horsehair atop his helmet,” ’ said Margero, indolently raising an eyebrow. ‘Lion’s head, indeed!’

Cicero reddened. ‘Yes, you’re right – “with a plume of horsehair . . .” Then you do know the poem.’

‘Slightly,’ allowed Margero. ‘Of course, Theocritus was just blowing hot air to try to get Hiero’s favour. He was a poet without a patron at that particular moment; thought he might enjoy the climate here in Syracuse, so he dashed off an idyll to get Hiero’s attention. Figured the tyrant might be shopping for an epic poet to record his victories over Carthage, so he sent some sycophantic scribbles by way of applying for the post. A pity Hiero didn’t take him up on the offer – too busy killing Carthaginians, I suppose. So Theocritus dashed off another encomium, to King Ptolemy in Alexandria, and landed a job scribbling on the Nile instead. A pity how we poets are always at the whim of the rich and powerful.’

This was more than Margero had said all evening. Cicero eyed him uncertainly. ‘Ah, yes. Be that as it may, Hiero did drive back the Carthaginians, whether any poets were there to record it or not, and we remember him as a great ruler, in Rome, anyway. And of course, among educated men, his friend Archimedes is even more famous.’ Cicero looked for a nod from his guests, but the three of them only stared back at him dumbly.

‘Archimedes, the mathematician,’ he prompted. ‘Not a philosopher, to be sure, but still among the great minds of his time. He was Hiero’s right-hand man. A thinker in the abstract, mostly, consumed with the properties of spheres and cylinders and cubic equations, but quite a hand at engineering catapults and war machines when he set himself to it. They say that Hiero couldn’t have driven the Carthaginians from Sicily without him.’

‘Ah,’ said Agathinus dryly, ‘that Archimedes. I thought you meant Archimedes the fishmonger, that bald fellow with a stall on the wharves.’

‘Oh, is the name really that common?’ Cicero seemed on the verge of apprehending that he was being mocked, but pressed on, determined to lecture his Syracusan guests about the most famous Syracusan who ever lived. ‘I refer, of course, to the Archimedes who said, “Give me a place to stand on, and I will move the earth,” and demonstrated as much to Hiero in miniature by inventing pulleys and levers by which the king was able to move a dry-docked ship by a mere flick of his wrist; the Archimedes who constructed an extraordinary clockwork mechanism of the sun, moon, and five planets in which the miniature spheres all moved together in exact accordance with their celestial models; the Archimedes who is perhaps most famous for the solution he devised to the problem of the golden crown of Hiero.’

‘Ah, now you are bound to lose me,’ said Dorotheus. ‘I’ve never had a head for logic and mathematics. Remember, Agathinus, how our old tutor used to have weeping fits, trying to get me to understand Pythagoras and all that?’

‘Ah, but the principle of the golden crown is quite simple to explain,’ said Cicero brightly. ‘Do you know the story?’

‘In a vague, general, roundabout way,’ said Dorotheus, with laughing eyes.

‘I’ll make the tale brief,’ promised Cicero. ‘It seems that Hiero gave a certain weight of gold to an artisan, with a commission to make him a crown. Soon enough, the man returned with a splendid gold crown. But Hiero heard a rumour that the artisan had pilfered some of the gold, and had substituted silver for the core of the crown. It weighed the correct amount, but was the crown made of solid gold or not? The piece was exquisitely crafted, and Hiero hated to damage it, but he could think of no way to determine its composition short of melting it down or cutting into it. So he called on Archimedes, who had helped him with so many problems in the past, and asked if he could find a solution.

‘Archimedes thought and thought, but to no avail. Gold was heavier than silver, that much he knew, and a blind man could tell the two apart by weighing them in his hands; but how could one tell if a given object was made of silver covered with gold? They say that Archimedes was sitting in a tub at the baths, noticing how the level of the water rose and fell as the bathers got in and out, when the solution suddenly came to him. He was so excited that he jumped from the tub and ran naked through the streets, shouting, “Eureka! Eureka!” – “I have found it! I have found it!” ’

Dorotheus laughed. ‘All the world knows that part of the tale, Cicero. And for better or worse, that’s how the world pictures Archimedes – as an absent-minded old genius.’

‘A naked absent-minded old genius,’ Agathinus amended tartly.

‘Not a pretty picture,’ said Margero. ‘A man of a certain age should know better than to subject others to his bony nakedness, even in private.’ It seemed to me that he shot a caustic look at Agathinus, who stared straight ahead. I realized that the two of them had hardly said a word to each other or exchanged a glance all night.

‘Gentlemen, we digress,’ said Cicero. ‘The point of the story is the solution that Archimedes devised.’

‘Ah, now this is the part that I’ve never been quite able to follow,’ said Dorotheus, laughing.

‘But it’s really quite simple,’ Cicero assured him. ‘This is what Archimedes did. He took an amount of gold of a certain weight – a single Roman uncia, let’s say. He placed the uncia of gold in a vessel of water, and marked how high the waterline rose. Then he took an uncia of silver, placed it in the same vessel, and marked the waterline. Being a lighter substance, the uncia of silver was larger than the uncia of gold, and so displaced more water, and thus caused a higher waterline. Then Archimedes took the crown and, knowing the exact number of uncias of gold that Hiero had given the artisan, calculated how high it should cause the waterline to rise. If the waterline rose higher than expected, then the crown could not be made of solid gold, and must contain some material of greater volume per uncia, such as silver. Sure enough, the crown displaced more water than it should have. The artisan, his deception discovered, confessed to having covered a silver crown with gold.’

‘I see,’ said Dorotheus slowly and without irony. A light seemed genuinely to dawn in his eyes. ‘Do you know, Cicero, I have never before been able to grasp Archimedes’ principle.’

‘Ah, but you should. It can be of great practical use to a man dealing in payments and commodities, as you do.’

‘Yes, I can see that,’ said Dorotheus, nodding thoughtfully.

Cicero smiled. ‘You see, it’s really simple, as most basic principles are. But it takes a man like Archimedes to discover such principles in the first place.’ He gazed at his wine by the lamplight. ‘But absent-minded he certainly was, always drifting into his world of pure geometry. At the baths, they say, he would even use himself as a tablet, drawing geometrical shapes in the massage oil on his belly.’

This image pleased Dorotheus, who slapped his own belly and laughed heartily. Even Agathinus grinned. Margero merely raised an eyebrow.

‘Thus Archimedes met his death as absent-mindedly absorbed in mathematics as ever,’ said Cicero. ‘But I’m sure you all know the story of his end already . . .’

‘Vaguely,’ allowed Agathinus.

‘Oh, but you must enlighten us,’ said Dorotheus.

‘Very well, if you insist. After Hiero died, the Romans occupied Sicily, to keep it as a bulwark against Carthage. On the day that Syracuse was taken by the general Marcellus, Archimedes was on the beach, working out a theorem by drawing figures with a stick in the sand, when a troop of Roman soldiers came marching up. Archimedes, who didn’t even know that the city had been taken, took no notice until the soldiers began to tramp across his drawings. He made a rude remark—’

‘He suggested that they all go copulate with their mothers, as I recall,’ said Margero, smiling languidly.

Cicero cleared his throat. ‘At any rate, one of the soldiers flew into a rage and killed Archimedes on the spot.’

‘I had no idea that a preoccupation with mathematics could be so dangerous,’ quipped Agathinus, straight-faced.

‘At least Archimedes knew how to mind his own business,’ said Margero quietly. Again, I thought I saw him glare at Agathinus, who showed no reaction.

Cicero ignored the interruption. ‘When the Roman general learned of the tragedy, he was mortified, of course. He ordered a grand funeral procession and the construction of an elaborately ornamented tomb inscribed with the greatest of Archimedes’ theorems and decorated with sculptures of the forms whose properties he discovered – the sphere, the cone, the cylinder, and so on. I say – where is the tomb of Archimedes? I should like to see it while I’m here.’

Agathinus and Dorotheus looked at each other and shrugged. Margero’s face was as unreadable as a cat’s.

‘Do you mean to say that none of you knows the location of Archimedes’ tomb? Is it not general knowledge?’

‘Somewhere in the old necropolis outside the city walls, I suppose,’ said Agathinus vaguely.

‘Not everyone is as preoccupied with their dead ancestors as you Romans,’ said Margero.

‘But surely the tomb of a man as great as Archimedes should be regarded as a shrine.’ Cicero suddenly stiffened. His eyes flashed. His jaw quivered. ‘Eureka! I have found it!’ He was suddenly so animated that we all gave a start, even the heavy-lidded Margero. ‘Gordianus the Finder, it was the Fates who brought us two Romans together here in Syracuse! I have a purpose here, and so have you.’

‘What are you talking about, Cicero?’

‘What do you say to a bit of employment? You shall locate the lost tomb of Archimedes for me – if it still exists – and I shall restore it to its former glory! It shall be the crowning achievement of my year in Sicily. Brilliant! Who can doubt it was the Fates who engineered this evening and its outcome, who brought us all together, we two Romans and our new Syracusan friends? Eureka! I feel like Archimedes in the bathing tub.’

‘Just don’t go running naked through the streets,’ quipped Dorotheus, his round body shaking with mirth.

 

The evening had come to a natural conclusion, and the three Syracusans made ready to leave. Cicero retired, leaving it to Tiro to show them out and to conduct Eco and me to our beds. At the door, Agathinus lingered behind his departing companions and drew me aside.

‘I take it that Cicero is serious about hiring you to go looking for Archimedes’ tomb tomorrow?’

‘So it appears. They call me Finder, after all.’

Agathinus pursed his thin lips and studied me with cool, appraising eyes that betrayed a hint of amusement. ‘You seem to be a decent enough fellow, Gordianus – for a Roman. Ah, yes, don’t deny it – I saw you laughing in silence tonight along with us, while your countryman lectured us about Hiero and Archimedes. As if we were schoolboys, indeed! As if he were the native Syracusan, not us! But as I say, you seem decent enough. Shall I do you a favour and tell you where to find the tomb?’

‘You know?’

‘It’s not exactly common knowledge, but yes, I know where it is.’

‘Yet you didn’t tell Cicero.’

‘Never! I think you know why. The know-it-all! From what I’ve heard, he’s more honest than most of the bureaucrats Rome sends us, but still – the gall of the man! But I like you, Gordianus. And I like your son; I liked the way he laughed at Dorotheus’ awful jokes. Shall I show you where to find the tomb of Archimedes? Then you can show it to Cicero, or not, as you please – and charge him a stiff fee for your services, I hope.’

I smiled. ‘I appreciate the favour, Agathinus. Where exactly is the tomb?’

‘In the old necropolis outside the Achradina Gate, about a hundred paces north of the road. There are a lot of old monuments there; it’s a bit of a maze. My father showed me the tomb when I was a boy. The inscriptions of the theorems had largely worn away, but I remember the geometrical sculptures quite vividly. The necropolis has fallen into neglect, I’m afraid. The monuments are all overgrown.’ He thought for a moment. ‘It’s hard to give exact directions. It would be easier simply to show you. Can you meet me outside the gate tomorrow morning?’

‘You’re a busy man, Agathinus. I don’t want to impose on you.’

‘It’s no imposition, so long as we do it first thing in the morning. Meet me an hour after dawn.’

I nodded, and Agathinus departed.

‘How did the dinner go?’ asked Tiro as he showed us to our room. ‘I know that Eco didn’t think much of the evening.’ He mimicked Eco yawning. Meanwhile Eco, yawning for real, tumbled backwards on to a sleeping couch that looked infinitely more comfortable than the vermin-ridden mats at the inn where we had been staying.

‘An evening is never too dull if it ends with a full stomach, a roof over my head, and the prospect of gainful employment,’ I said. ‘As for the company, Dorotheus is likable enough, if a bit loud. And Agathinus appears to be an alright fellow.’

‘Rather dour-looking.’

‘I think he just has a very dry sense of humour.’

‘And the poet?’

‘Margero was clearly in no mood to recite poetry. He seemed to be rather preoccupied. There was something going on between him and Agathinus . . .’

‘I think I can explain that,’ offered Tiro.

‘You weren’t in the room.’

‘No, but I was in the kitchen, soaking up local gossip from the slaves. Agathinus and Dorotheus are Margero’s patrons, you see; every poet needs patrons if he’s to eat. But lately there’s been a chill between Agathinus and Margero.’

‘A chill?’

‘Jealousy. It seems they’re both paying court to the same pretty boy down at the gymnasium.’

‘I see.’ The two were rivals in love, then. Margero was younger and more handsome than Agathinus, and could compose love poems; but Agathinus had the attractions of money and power. Clearly, the two of them had not yet fallen out completely – Margero still depended on Agathinus for patronage, Agathinus still used the poet as an ornament – but there was friction between them. ‘Any other interesting gossip from the kitchen slaves?’

‘Only that Agathinus and Dorotheus just received payment for their largest shipment ever of imported goods from the East. Some people say that they’re now the richest men in Syracuse.’

‘No wonder Cicero was advised to make friends with them.’

‘Do you need anything else before you retire?’ asked Tiro, lowering his voice. Eco, not even undressed, was already softly snoring on his couch.

‘Something to read, perhaps?’

‘There are some scrolls in the room that Cicero uses for an office . . .’

I ended the night curled under a coverlet on my couch, puzzling by lamplight over a musty old scroll of the works of Archimedes, amazed at his genius. Here were such wonders as a method for determining the surface area of a sphere, explained so lucidly that even I could almost understand it. At length I came upon the proposition which had resulted from the problem of the gold crown:

 
Proposed: A solid heavier than a fluid will, if placed in it, descend to the bottom of the fluid, and the solid will, when weighed in the fluid, be lighter than its true weight by the weight of the fluid.
 

Yes, well, that much was obvious, of course. I read on.

 
Let A be a solid heavier than the same volume of fluid, and let (G + H) represent its weight, while G represents the weight of the same volume of the fluid . . .
 

This was not quite so clear, and I was getting drowsy. Cicero’s explanation had been easier to follow. I pressed on.

 
Take a solid B lighter than the same volume of the fluid, and such that the weight of B is G, while the weight of the same volume of the fluid is (G + H). Let A and B be now combined into one solid and immersed. Then, since (A + B) will be of the same weight as the same volume of fluid, both weights being equal to (G + H) + G, it follows that . . .
 

I gave a great yawn, put aside the scroll, and extinguished the lamp. Alas, it was all Greek to me.

 

The next morning, at daybreak, I roused Eco, grabbed a handful of bread from the pantry, and the two of us set out for the Achradina Gate.

The stretch of road outside the walls was just as Agathinus had described it, with a great maze of tombs on either side, all overgrown with brambles and vines. It was an unsettling place, even in the pale morning light, with an air of decay and desolation. Some of the stone monuments were as large as small temples. Others were simple stelae set in the earth, and many of these were no longer upright but had been knocked this way and that. Crumbling sculptural reliefs depicted funeral garlands and horses’ heads, the traditional symbols of life’s brief flowering and the speedy passage towards death. Some of the monuments were decorated with the faces of the dead, worn so smooth by time that they were as bland and featureless as the statues of the Cyclades.

Agathinus was nowhere to be seen. ‘Perhaps we’re early,’ I said. Eco, full of energy, began nosing about the monuments, peering at the worn reliefs, looking for pathways into the thicket. ‘Don’t go getting lost,’ I told him, but he might as well have been deaf as well as mute. He was soon out of sight.

I waited, but Agathinus did not appear. It was possible that he had arrived before us and lacked the patience to wait, or that his business had kept him from coming. There was also the chance that he had changed his mind about helping me, decent enough fellow for a Roman though I might be.

I tried to remember his description of the tomb’s location. On the north side, he had said, about a hundred paces from the road, and decorated with sculptures of geometrical shapes. Surely it couldn’t be that hard to find.

I began nosing about as Eco had done, looking for ways into the thicket. I found his tracks and followed them into a sort of tunnel through the thorns and woody vines that choked the pathways between the monuments. I moved deeper and deeper into a strange world of shadowy foliage and cold, dank stone covered with lichen and moss. Dead leaves rustled underfoot. Whenever the pathway branched I tried to follow Eco’s footsteps and called out his name to let him know that I was behind him. I soon realized that finding Archimedes’ tomb would not be such a simple task after all. I considered turning and retracing my steps back to the road. Agathinus might have arrived, and be waiting for me.

Then I heard a strange, twisted cry that was not quite a scream, but rather the noise a mute boy might make if he tried to scream.

Eco!

I rushed towards the noise, but was confounded by the branching maze and the echo of his cry among the stone tombs. ‘Cry out again, Eco! Cry out until I find you!’

The noise echoed from a different direction. I wheeled about, banged my head against the projecting corner of a monument, and cursed. I reached up to wipe the sweat from my eyes and realized I was bleeding. Eco cried out again. I followed, stumbling over creeping vines and dodging crooked stelae.

Suddenly, above a tangle of thorns, I glimpsed the upper part of what could only be the tomb of Archimedes. Surmounting a tall square column chiselled with faded inscriptions in Greek was a sphere, and surmounting the sphere, balanced on its round edge, was a solid cylinder. These two forms were the concrete representation of one of the principles I had encountered in my reading the night before – but all such thoughts fled from my mind as I found a way through the thicket and stepped into a small clearing before the tomb.

In front of the column there were several other geometrical sculptures. Upon one of them, a cube almost as tall as he was, stood Eco, his eyes wide with alarm. Next to the cube and equally as tall was a slender cone that came to a very sharp point. The point was dark with blood. Impaled on the cone, face-up, long, spindly limbs splayed in agony, was the lifeless body of Agathinus. His upside-down features were frozen in a rictus of pain and shock.

‘You found him like this?’

Eco nodded.

How had such a thing happened? Agathinus must have been standing on the cube where Eco now stood, and somehow fallen backwards on to the point. I flinched, picturing it. The force of his fall had pushed his body halfway down the cone. But why should he have been standing on the cube at all? The faded inscriptions on the column could as easily be read from the ground. And how could he have been so careless as to fall in such a dangerous spot?

Unless someone had pushed him.

I thought of a triangle, not of the sort which Archimedes studied, but with properties just as predictable – a triangle made not of abstract lines but of the powerful forces that link mortal to mortal.

I told Eco to stop gawking and get down from the cube.

 

Given the circumstances of our discovery, and the fact that we were strangers in Syracuse, Eco and I might very well fall under suspicion ourselves if it was decided that Agathinus had been murdered. I thought it best to report what I had seen to Cicero, to let him handle reporting the death to the appropriate provincial magistrate, and then to book passage for Rome and have as little to do with the matter as possible.

‘But Gordianus,’ Cicero protested, ‘this sort of thing is your specialty. And if I understand you correctly, Agathinus was there to meet you, and to do you a favour – though it seems he could as easily have shown the tomb to me instead. Do you feel no obligation to discover the truth?’

Cicero is a master at playing on a man’s honour. I resisted. ‘Are you hiring me to investigate his death?’

‘Gordianus – always money! Paying you for such a service would hardly be my responsibility, but I’m sure I can persuade the local Roman magistrate to do so. I might point out that your participation would also remove you from suspicion. Well?’ He raised an eyebrow.

There was no debating logic with Cicero. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Good! First, someone will have to inform his friends and family. Dealing with a widow takes a certain finesse – I’ll handle that. I leave it to you to deliver the sad news to his partner, Dorotheus.’

‘And Margero?’

‘Ah yes, I suppose the poet will want to compose some funeral verses in praise of his dead patron.’

Unless, I thought, Margero had been the author of Agathinus’ death.

 

Margero’s place was a small but respectable house in the heart of the city. I rapped upon the door politely with my foot and was shown by a slave through a modest atrium into a modest garden. After a long wait, Margero appeared wearing a rumpled robe. The ringlets across his forehead were in disarray and his eyes were puffy with sleep.

‘It’s close to midday,’ I said. ‘Do all poets sleep this late?’

‘They do if they’ve drunk as much as I did last night.’

‘I didn’t notice you drinking any more than the rest of us.’

‘What makes you think I stopped drinking after I left?’

‘You had a late night, then?’

‘What business is that of yours, Roman?’

‘One of your patrons is dead.’

In the span of a heartbeat several emotions crossed his handsome features, beginning with what might have been surprise and a flicker of hope, and ending with a grimace that might have been no more than a symptom of his hangover. ‘Dorotheus?’

‘No.’

A definite smile of satisfaction flickered across his lips. ‘Agathinus – dead? But how?’

‘Eco and I found him this morning, outside the Achradina Gate.’ I described the circumstances.

‘Impaled? How gruesome.’ Margero’s disgust slowly turned to amusement. ‘Yet how appropriate! An ironical turnabout from his usual preference.’ He laughed out loud. ‘Agathinus, impaled. Delicious! Poor Nikias will be distraught, no doubt. I shall make a poem to console him.’

‘Nikias – the boy at the gymnasium?’

Margero darkened. ‘How do you know about him?’

‘I know more than I care to about your affairs, and those of Agathinus – and yet, still not enough . . .’



 

‘What do you think?’ I said to Eco as we made our way towards the large building near the docks where Agathinus and Dorotheus kept their offices and warehouse. ‘Was Margero really surprised by our bad news?’

Eco looked pensive. He rotated his palm up and down inconclusively.

‘Let’s suppose that Margero overheard Agathinus last night when he arranged to meet us outside the Achradina Gate—’

Eco shook his head.

‘Yes, you’re right, Margero and Dorotheus had already moved on and were out of earshot. But suppose Agathinus caught up with them and told them of his plan. That’s certainly possible.’

Eco nodded sagely.

‘And suppose that Margero volunteered to meet Agathinus this morning, and the two of them got there ahead of us and began to search for the tomb without us – or perhaps Margero showed up on his own, staying hidden, and secretly followed Agathinus into the maze. One way or the other, the two of them ended up there inside the thicket, safely out of sight, and Margero took the opportunity to get rid of his rival for Nikias once and for all.’

Eco shook his head and mimed a poet in the throes of recitation.

‘Yes, I know: Margero is a man of words, not actions. And he’d have to be an awfully good actor, too, if he was faking all his reactions when we gave him the news this morning.’

Eco put his cheek against folded hands and feigned sleep.

‘And yes, he was obviously asleep when we called on him – but that proves nothing. Perhaps he stayed up all night so as to ambush Agathinus, then went to bed after the crime.’

Eco clutched an imaginary spike erupting from his chest, then feigned sleep, then shook his head dismissively. How, he asked, could any man sleep after doing such a thing?

‘You have a point there,’ I admitted. Eco winced, catching the pun before I did. ‘And another thing: Margero is younger than Agathinus, but was he that much stronger – strong enough to force Agathinus up on to the cube, then push him on to the cone?’

 

Dorotheus kept us waiting for some time in the atrium of his business establishment. At last he appeared, smiling glumly and stroking his bushy beard. ‘Gordianus and Eco!’ he boomed. ‘Come to say a last farewell before you head back for Rome?’

‘I only wish that we were here on such happy business. It’s about Agathinus—’

‘Ah, yes, I learned of the tragedy earlier this morning – his wife sent a messenger the moment she was given the news by Cicero. I understand that you found his body. Horrible! Shocking!’

‘Did you know of his plan to meet me outside the Achradina Gate this morning?’

‘What? Of course not.’

‘I thought he might have mentioned it to you and Margero after you left Cicero’s house last night.’

‘Agathinus caught up with us, yes, and the three of us walked for a while together. But he said nothing of any plans to meet you. I left the two of them outside my door, so Margero saw him last. Now that you mention it—’

‘Yes?’

‘Of late there had been some trouble between them. Perhaps you noticed Margero’s rudeness last night, and Agathinus’ aloofness. Some silly business over a boy. Absurd, isn’t it, how people can go mad over such things? Still, it’s hard to believe that Margero could . . .’

A slave entered the room and spoke to Dorotheus in hushed tones.

He shrugged apologetically. ‘Business. Agathinus’ death leaves everything in terrible confusion. You must excuse me. Have a safe journey home, Gordianus!’

Dorotheus departed with his secretary, leaving us alone in the atrium.

Or leaving me alone, rather, for when I looked around, Eco had vanished.

I called his name softly, but this appeared to be another occasion when he had gone conveniently deaf. There were several doorways leading out of the atrium into various parts of the building, but my attention was drawn to a passageway covered by a curtain that had been straight when we arrived but now hung slightly askew. I pushed it back and stepped into a dark hallway.

On either side, the hall opened on to a series of small offices cluttered with scrolls, bits of papyrus and wax writing tablets. The offices were deserted, the clerks presumably sent home on account of Agathinus’ death. The records stacked all about appeared to be the normal stuff of business – invoices, bills, ledgers. I peeked into each room, softly calling Eco’s name.

The hallway ended in a door, which stood ajar. I pushed it open and stepped into a high, open warehouse filled with crates. The place appeared to be as deserted as the offices, and the mazelike aisles between the stacked boxes reminded me uneasily of the mazelike necropolis outside the Achradina Gate.

‘Eco!’ I called softly. ‘We’ve no right to be snooping here. Eco, where are you?’ I wandered up and down the aisles, until I discovered another door at the far corner of the room. It opened into yet another office. From small windows set high in the wall came the sounds of ships knocking together in the harbour and the cry of seagulls. There was no sign of Eco inside. I backed out of the room and closed the door behind me. I took several steps before I suddenly realized what I had seen and hurried back.

On a table against one wall I saw a simple scale. Neatly stacked beside it were some sample weights of silver and gold. There was also a small wooden tub on the table. I stepped closer. Sure enough, the tub was half filled with water, and there were several waterline markings made with a piece of chalk along the inner surface.

Behind me, I heard the door close.

‘I thought I bade you farewell, Gordianus.’ There was not the slightest hint of good humour in Dorotheus’ voice. Without the beaming smile, his round, bearded face had a stern, almost menacing look; the constant smile had kept me from seeing the cold, predatory gleam in his eyes, so common in successful traders and merchants. I also realized what a large man he was. Fat, yes, but the fellow had arms like a blacksmith’s – strong enough, I had no doubt, to drag the smaller, weaker Agathinus on to the stone cube, and then to push him backwards on to the cruel spike.

‘I’m looking for my son,’ I said, as innocently as I could. ‘Eco has a terrible habit of wandering off on his own. I really should be less indulgent . . .’

But Dorotheus wasn’t listening. ‘How much, Finder?’

‘For what?’

‘How much to shut you up and send you on your way back to Rome?’ He might be a murderer, but he was a businessman first.

If accepting his bribe meant getting safely through the door behind him, why not? But I thought of Agathinus on the night before – the final night of his life – saying, I like you, Gordianus . . . and I like your son . . . the way he laughed at Dorotheus’ awful jokes . . . and offering to do me the favour of showing me Archimedes’ tomb. I remembered the gaping grimace of horror on his face when we found him, and I shuddered, thinking of the appalling agony he must have suffered at the end, transfixed like an insect on a pin.

‘Agathinus did tell you last night about meeting me outside the Achradina Gate?’ I said.

Dorotheus, deciding to submit to a bit of conversation, let his face relax. The hint of a smile returned to his lips. ‘Yes. He was quite looking forward to tramping through the thicket with you. I insisted on coming along for the fun.’

‘And Margero?’

‘I’m afraid I lied to you about that, Finder. Margero excused himself as soon as Agathinus caught up with us last night. He could hardly stand dining in the same room with him, in case you didn’t notice, and he was in no mood to stroll along beside him afterwards. Probably Margero was in a great hurry to get home so he could get drunk in solitude and make up new poems for that silly boy at the gymnasium.’

‘And you?’

‘I saw Agathinus home. Then I came here.’

‘To your offices? In the middle of the night?’

‘Don’t be coy, Finder. You saw the scale and the tub of water.’

‘A demonstration of Archimedes’ principle?’

‘Would you believe, ‘I never quite grasped it, until Cicero explained it last night.’

‘What could be so important that you had to rush here at once to try it out?’

He sighed. ‘I’ve suspected for years that Agathinus must be cheating me. Why not? He was always smarter than me, ever since we were boys. And the smarter partner always cheats the stupider one – that’s the law of business. So I always watched every transaction, always counted every piece of silver and gold we divided between us. Still, I could never catch him cheating me.

‘For the last shipment of goods, he talked me into taking my payment in gold vessels – pitchers and bowls and such – while he took his in coin. He needed the ready money to spend on certain investments of his own, he said, and what did it matter anyway, so long as we both received the same weight? Secretly, I thought I must be getting the better deal, because worked gold is more valuable than its weight in coinage. Agathinus was counting on my own greed, you see, and he used it against me. He cheated me. The devious bastard cheated me! Last night, with Archimedes’ help, I proved it.’

‘Proved that your gold vessels weren’t made of solid gold?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Perhaps Agathinus didn’t know.’

‘Oh, no, he knew. After we went into the thicket and found the tomb this morning, I confronted him. He denied the deception at first – until I dragged him on to the cube and threatened to throw him on the cone. Then he confessed, and kept on confessing, with the sight of that spike to goad him. It didn’t begin with this transaction! He’d been pilfering and corrupting my shares of gold for years, in all sorts of devious ways. I always knew that Agathinus was too clever to be honest!’

‘And after he confessed—’ I shuddered, picturing it.

Dorotheus swallowed hard. ‘I could say that it was an accident, that he slipped, but why? I’m not proud of it. I was angry – furious! Anger like that comes from the gods, doesn’t it? So the gods will understand. And they’ll understand why I had to get rid of you, as well.’ He reached into the folds of his tunic and pulled out a long dagger.

I coughed. My throat was bone-dry. ‘I thought you intended to buy my silence.’

‘I’ve changed my mind.’

‘But you said—’

‘You never agreed, so there was never a bargain. And now I withdraw that offer.’

I looked around the room for something that might equalize the situation, but saw nothing remotely resembling a weapon. The best I could do was to pick up the tub. I threw the water on him, then threw the tub, which he knocked aside. All I managed was to make him furious and dripping wet. All trace of the laughing, genial dinner companion of the previous night had vanished. Seeing his face now, I would not have known him.

It was at that moment that the door behind him gave a rattle and burst open.

Cicero entered first, followed by a troop of well-armed Roman peacekeepers who surrounded Dorotheus at once and took his dagger. Eco trailed behind, leaping in the air in great excitement, the anxious look on his face turning to jubilation when he saw that I was unharmed.

‘Eco fetched you?’ I said.

‘Yes,’ said Cicero.

‘You heard Dorotheus confess?’

‘I heard enough.’

Eco opened his mouth wide and moved his lips, but managed only to produce a stifled grunt.

‘What’s the boy trying to say?’ asked Cicero.

‘I think it must be “Eureka! Eureka!” ’

 

‘Greed!’ I said to Eco the next morning, as we made ready to vacate our room at Cicero’s house. ‘Last night I read that idyll of Theocritus, the poem that Cicero quoted from at dinner the other night. The poet certainly got it right:

 

Men no longer aspire to win praise for noble deeds,

but think only of profit, profit, profit.

Clutching their coinbags, always looking for more,

too stingy to give away the tarnish that comes off their coins!

 

‘Thanks to greed, Agathinus is dead, Dorotheus awaits trial for his murder, and Margero the poet has lost both of his patrons in one stroke, which means he’ll probably have to leave Syracuse. A disaster for them all. It’s very sad; enough to make a man want to leave behind the grubby human cares of this world and lose himself in pure geometry, like Archimedes.’

We gathered up our few belongings and went to take our leave of Cicero. There was also the matter of collecting my fees, not only for finding Archimedes’ tomb, but for exposing Agathinus’ killer.

From the atrium, I could hear Cicero in his office. He was dictating a letter to Tiro, no doubt intending for me to deliver it when I got back to Rome. Eco and I waited outside the door. It was impossible not to overhear.

‘Dear brother Quintus,’ Cicero began, ‘the fellows I was so strongly advised to cultivate here in Syracuse turned out to be of no account – the unsavoury details can wait until we meet again. Nonetheless, my holiday here has not been entirely unproductive. You will be interested to learn that I have rediscovered the lost tomb of one of our boyhood heroes, Archimedes. The locals were entirely ignorant of its location; indeed, denied its very existence. Yesterday afternoon, however, I set out with Tiro for the old necropolis outside the Achradina Gate, and there, sure enough, peeking out above a tangle of brambles and vines, I spied the telltale ornaments of a sphere and cylinder atop a column. You must recall that bit of doggerel we learned from our old math tutor:

 
A cylinder and ball
atop a column tall
mark the final stage
of the Syracusan sage.
 

‘Having spotted the tomb, I gave a cry of “Eureka!” and ordered a group of workers with scythes to clear the thicket all around. Now the tomb of Archimedes can be seen and approached freely, and has been restored to its rightful status as a shrine to all educated men.’

Cicero did not mention the cube and cone, I noticed. They had been removed along with the thicket, lest someone else meet Agathinus’ fate.

Cicero cleared his throat and resumed dictating. ‘Ironic, brother Quintus, is it not, and sadly indicative of the degraded cultural standards of these modern Syracusans, that it took a Roman from Arpinum to rediscover for them the tomb of the keenest intellect who ever lived among them?’

Ironic indeed, I thought.




DEATH BY EROS

 



 

‘The Neapolitans are different from us Romans,’ I remarked to Eco as we strolled across the central forum of Neapolis. ‘A man can almost feel that he’s left Italy altogether and been magically transported to a seaport in Greece. Greek colonists founded the city hundreds of years ago, taking advantage of the extraordinary bay, which they called the Krater, or Cup. The locals still have Greek names, eat Greek food, follow Greek customs. Many of them don’t even speak Latin.’

Eco pointed to his lips and made a self-deprecating gesture to say, Neither do I! At fifteen, he tended to make a joke of everything, including his muteness.

‘Ah, but you can hear Latin,’ I said, flicking a finger against one of his ears just hard enough to sting, ‘and sometimes even understand it.’

We had arrived in Neapolis on our way back to Rome, after doing a bit of business for Cicero down in Sicily. Rather than stay at an inn, I was hoping to find accommodations with a wealthy Greek trader named Sosistrides. ‘The fellow owes me a favour,’ Cicero had told me. ‘Look him up and mention my name, and I’m sure he’ll put you up for the night.’

With a few directions from the locals (who were polite enough not to laugh at my Greek) we found the trader’s house. The columns and lintels and decorative details of the facade were stained in various shades of pale red, blue and yellow that seemed to glow under the warm sunlight. Incongruous amid the play of colours was a black wreath on the door.

‘What do you think, Eco? Can we ask a friend of a friend, a total stranger really, to put us up when the household is in mourning? It seems presumptuous.’

Eco nodded thoughtfully, then gestured to the wreath and expressed curiosity with a flourish of his wrist. I nodded. ‘I see your point. If it’s Sosistrides who’s died, or a member of the family, Cicero would want us to deliver his condolences, wouldn’t he? And we must learn the details, so that we can inform him in a letter. I think we must at least rouse the doorkeeper, to see what’s happened.’

I walked to the door and politely knocked with the side of my foot. There was no answer. I knocked again and waited. I was about to rap on the door with my knuckles, rudely or not, when it swung open.

The man who stared back at us was dressed in mourning black. He was not a slave; I glanced at his hand and saw a citizen’s iron ring. His greying hair was dishevelled and his face distressed. His eyes were red from weeping.

‘What do you want?’ he said, in a voice more wary than unkind.

‘Forgive me, citizen. My name is Gordianus. This is my son, Eco. Eco hears but is mute, so I shall speak for him. We’re travellers, on our way home to Rome. I’m a friend of Marcus Tullius Cicero. It was he who—’

‘Cicero? Ah, yes, the Roman administrator down in Sicily, the one who can actually read and write, for a change.’ The man wrinkled his brow. ‘Has he sent a message, or . . . ?’

‘Nothing urgent; Cicero asked me only to remind you of his friendship. You are, I take it, the master of the house, Sosistrides?’

‘Yes. And you? I’m sorry, did you already introduce yourself? My mind wanders . . .’ He looked over his shoulder. Beyond him, in the vestibule, I glimpsed a funeral bier strewn with freshly cut flowers and laurel leaves.

‘My name is Gordianus. And this is my son —’

‘Gordianus, did you say?’

‘Yes.’

‘Cicero mentioned you once. Something about a murder trial up in Rome. You helped him. They call you the Finder.’

‘Yes.’

He looked at me intently for a long moment. ‘Come in, Finder. I want you to see him.’

The bier in the vestibule was propped up and tilted at an angle so that its occupant could be clearly seen. The corpse was that of a youth probably not much older than Eco. His arms were crossed over his chest and he was clothed in a long white gown, so that only his face and hands were exposed. His hair was boyishly long and as yellow as a field of millet in summer, crowned with a laurel wreath of the sort awarded to athletic champions. The flesh of his delicately moulded features was waxy and pale, but even in death his beauty was remarkable.

‘His eyes were blue,’ said Sosistrides in a low voice. ‘They’re closed now, you can’t see them, but they were blue, like his dear, dead mother’s; he got his looks from her. The purest blue you ever saw, like the colour of the Cup on a clear day. When we pulled him from the pool, they were all bloodshot . . .’

‘This is your son, Sosistrides?’

He stifled a sob. ‘My only son, Cleon.’

‘A terrible loss.’

He nodded, unable to speak. Eco shifted nervously from foot to foot, studying the dead boy with furtive glances, almost shyly.

‘They call you Finder,’ Sosistrides finally said, in a hoarse voice. ‘Help me find the monster who killed my son.’

I looked at the dead youth and felt a deep empathy for Sosistrides’ suffering, and not merely because I myself had a son of similar age. (Eco may be adopted, but I love him as my own flesh.) I was stirred also by the loss of such beauty. Why does the death of a beautiful stranger affect us more deeply than the loss of someone plain? Why should it be so, that if a vase of exquisite workmanship but little practical value should break, we feel the loss more sharply than if we break an ugly vessel we use every day? The gods made men to love beauty above all else, perhaps because they themselves are beautiful, and wish for us to love them, even when they do us harm.

‘How did he die, Sosistrides?’

‘It was at the gymnasium, yesterday. There was a citywide contest among the boys – discus-throwing, wrestling, racing. I couldn’t attend. I was away in Pompeii on business all day . . .’ Sosistrides again fought back tears. He reached out and touched the wreath on his son’s brow. ‘Cleon took the laurel crown. He was a splendid athlete. He always won at everything, but they say he outdid himself yesterday. If only I had been there to see it! Afterwards, while the other boys retired to the baths inside, Cleon took a swim in the long pool, alone. There was no one else in the courtyard. No one saw it happen . . .’

‘The boy drowned, Sosistrides?’ It seemed unlikely, if the boy had been as good at swimming as he was at everything else.

Sosistrides shook his head and shut his eyes tight, squeezing tears from them. ‘The gymnasiarchus is an old wrestler named Caputorus. It was he who found Cleon. He heard a splash, he said, but thought nothing of it. Later he went into the courtyard and discovered Cleon. The water was red with blood. Cleon was at the bottom of the pool. Beside him was a broken statue. It must have struck the back of his head; it left a terrible gash.’

‘A statue?’

‘Of Eros – the god you Romans call Cupid. A cherub with bow and arrows, a decoration at the edge of the pool. Not a large statue, but heavy, made of solid marble. It somehow fell from its pedestal as Cleon was passing below . . .’ He gazed at the boy’s bloodless face, lost in misery.

I sensed the presence of another in the room, and turned to see a young woman in a black gown with a black mantle over her head. She walked to Sosistrides’ side. ‘Who are these visitors, father?’

‘Friends of the provincial administrator down in Sicily – Gordianus of Rome, and his son, Eco. This is my daughter, Cleio. Daughter! Cover yourself!’ Sosistrides’ sudden embarrassment was caused by the fact that Cleio had pushed the mantle from her head, revealing that her dark hair was crudely shorn, cut so short that it didn’t reach her shoulders. No longer shadowed by the mantle, her face, too, showed signs of unbridled mourning. Long scratches ran down her cheeks, and there were bruises where she appeared to have struck herself, marring a beauty that rivalled her brother’s.

‘I mourn for the loss of the one I loved best in all the world,’ she said in a hollow voice. ‘I feel no shame in showing it.’ She cast an icy stare at me and at Eco, then swept from the room.

Extreme displays of grief are disdained in Rome, where excessive public mourning is banned by law, but we were in Neapolis. Sosistrides seemed to read my thoughts. ‘Cleio has always been more Greek than Roman. She lets her emotions run wild. Just the opposite of her brother. Cleon was always so cool, so detached.’ He shook his head. ‘She’s taken her brother’s death very hard. When I came home from Pompeii yesterday I found his body here in the vestibule; his slaves had carried him home from the gymnasium. Cleio was in her room, crying uncontrollably. She’d already cut her hair. She wept and wailed all night long.’

He gazed at his dead son’s face and reached out to touch it, his hand looking warm and ruddy against the unnatural pallor of the boy’s cold cheek. ‘Someone murdered my son. You must help me find out who did it, Gordianus – to put the shade of my son to rest, and for my grieving daughter’s sake.’

 

‘That’s right, I heard the splash. I was here behind my counter in the changing room, and the door to the courtyard was standing wide open, just like it is now.’

Caputorus the gymnasiarchus was a grizzled old wrestler with enormous shoulders, a perfectly bald head and a protruding belly. His eyes kept darting past me to follow the comings and goings of the naked youths, and every so often he interrupted me in midsentence to yell out a greeting, which usually included some jocular insult or obscenity. The fourth time he reached out to tousle Eco’s hair, Eco deftly moved out of range and stayed there.

‘And when you heard the splash, did you immediately go and have a look?’ I asked.

‘Not right away. To tell you the truth, I didn’t think much of it. I figured Cleon was out there jumping in and out of the pool, which is against the rules, mind you! It’s a long, shallow pool meant for swimming only, and no jumping allowed. But he was always breaking the rules. Thought he could get away with anything.’

‘So why didn’t you go out and tell him to stop? You are the gymnasiarchus, aren’t you?’

‘Do you think that counted for anything with that spoiled brat? Master of the gym I may be, but nobody was his master. You know what he’d have done? Quoted some fancy lines from some famous play, most likely about old wrestlers with big bellies, flashed his naked behind at me, and then jumped back in the pool! I don’t need the grief, thank you very much. Hey, Manius!’ Caputorus shouted at a youth behind me. ‘I saw you and your sweetheart out there wrestling this morning. You been studying your old man’s dirty vases to learn those positions? Ha!’

Over my shoulder, I saw a redheaded youth flash a lascivious grin and make an obscene gesture using both hands.

‘Back to yesterday,’ I said. ‘You heard the splash and didn’t think much of it, but eventually you went out to the courtyard.’

‘Just to get some fresh air. I noticed right away that Cleon wasn’t swimming anymore. I figured he’d headed inside to the baths.’

‘But wouldn’t he have passed you on the way?’

‘Not necessarily. There are two passageways into the courtyard. The one most people take goes past my counter here. The other is through a little hallway that connects to the outer vestibule. It’s a more roundabout route to get inside to the baths, but he could have gone in that way.’

‘And could someone have got into the courtyard the same way?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you can’t say for certain that Cleon was alone out there.’

‘You are a sharp one, aren’t you!’ Caputorus said sarcastically. ‘But you’re right. Cleon was out there by himself to start with, of that I’m sure. And after that, nobody walked by me, coming or going. But somebody could have come and gone by the other passageway. Anyway, when I stepped out there, I could tell right away that something was wrong, seriously wrong, though I couldn’t quite say what. Only later, I realized what it was: the statue was missing, that little statue of Eros that’s been there since before I took over running this place. You know how you can see a thing every day and take it for granted, and when all of a sudden it’s not there, you can’t even say what’s missing, but you sense that something’s off? That’s how it was. Then I saw the colour of the water. All pinkish in one spot, and darker towards the bottom. I stepped closer and then I saw him, lying on the bottom, not moving and no air bubbles coming up, and the statue around him in pieces. It was obvious right away what must have happened. Here, I’ll show you the spot.’

As we were passing out the doorway, a muscular wrestler wearing only a leather headband and wrist-wraps squeezed by on his way in. Caputorus twisted a towel between his fists and snapped it against the youth’s bare backside. ‘Your mother!’ yelled the stung athlete.

‘No, your shiny red bottom!’ Caputorus threw back his head and laughed.

The pool had been drained and scrubbed, leaving no trace of Cleon’s blood amid the puddles. The pieces of the statue of Eros had been gathered up and deposited next to the empty pedestal. One of the cherub’s tiny feet had broken off, as had the top of Eros’ bow, the point of his notched arrow, and the feathery tip of one wing.

‘The statue had been here for years, you say?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Sitting here on this pedestal?’

‘Yes. Never budged, even when we’d get a bit of a rumble from Vesuvius.’

‘Strange, then, that it should have fallen yesterday, when no one felt any tremors. Even stranger that it should fall directly on to a swimmer . . .’

‘It’s a mystery, all right.’

‘I think the word is murder.’

Caputorus looked at me shrewdly. ‘Not necessarily.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Ask some of the boys. See what they tell you.’

‘I intend to ask everyone who was here what they saw or heard.’

‘Then you might start with this little fellow.’ He indicated the broken Eros.

‘Speak plainly, Caputorus.’

‘Others know more than I do. All I can tell you is what I’ve picked up from the boys.’

‘And what’s that?’

‘Cleon was a heartbreaker. You’ve only seen him laid out for his funeral. You have no idea how good-looking he was, both above the neck and below. A body like a statue by Phidias, a regular Apollo – he took your breath away! Smart, too, and the best athlete on the Cup. Strutting around here naked every day, challenging all the boys to wrestle him, celebrating his wins by quoting Homer. He had half the boys in this place trailing after him, all wanting to be his special friend. They were awestruck by him.’

‘And yet, yesterday, after he won the laurel crown, he swam alone.’

‘Maybe because they’d all finally had enough of him. Maybe they got tired of his bragging. Maybe they realized he wasn’t the sort to ever return a shred of love or affection to anybody.’

‘You sound bitter, Caputorus.’

‘Do I?’

‘Are you sure you’re talking just about the boys?’

His face reddened. He worked his jaw back and forth and flexed his massive shoulders. I tried not to flinch.

‘I’m no fool, Finder,’ he finally said, lowering his voice. ‘I’ve been around long enough to learn a few things. Lesson one: a boy like Cleon is nothing but trouble. Look, but don’t touch.’ His jaw relaxed into a faint smile. ‘I’ve got a tough hide. I tease and joke with the best, but none of these boys get under my skin.’

‘Not even Cleon?’

His face hardened, then broke into a grin as he looked beyond me. ‘Calpurnius!’ he yelled at a boy across the courtyard. ‘If you handle the javelin between your legs the way you handle that one, I’m surprised you haven’t pulled it off by now! Merciful Zeus, let me show you how!’

Caputorus pushed past me, tousling Eco’s hair on his way, leaving us to ponder the broken Eros and the empty pool where Cleon had died.

 

I managed that day to speak to every boy in the gymnasium. Most of them had been there the previous day, either to take part in the athletic games or to watch. Most of them were cooperative, but only to a point. I had the feeling that they had already talked among themselves and decided as a group to say as little as possible concerning Cleon’s death to outsiders like myself, no matter that I came as the representative of Cleon’s father.

Nevertheless, from uncomfortable looks, wistful sighs and unfinished sentences, I gathered that what Caputorus had told me was true: Cleon had broken hearts all over the gymnasium, and in the process had made more than a few enemies. He was by universal consensus the brightest and most beautiful boy in the group, and yesterday’s games had proven conclusively that he was the best athlete as well. He was also vain, arrogant, selfish and aloof; easy to fall in love with and incapable of loving in return. The boys who had not fallen under his spell at one time or another disliked him out of pure envy.

I managed to learn all this as much from what was left unsaid as from what each boy said, but when it came to obtaining more concrete details, I struck a wall of silence. Had anyone ever been heard uttering a serious threat to Cleon? Had anyone ever said anything, even in jest, about the potentially hazardous placement of the statue of Eros beside the pool? Were any of the boys especially upset about Cleon’s victories that day? Had any of them slipped away from the baths at the time Cleon was killed? And what of the gymnasiarchus? Had Caputorus’ behaviour towards Cleon always been above reproach, as he claimed?

To these questions, no matter how directly or indirectly I posed them, I received no clear answers, only a series of equivocations and evasions.

I was beginning to despair of uncovering anything significant, when finally I interviewed Hippolytus, the wrestler whose backside Caputorus had playfully snapped with his towel. He was preparing for a plunge in the hot pool when I came to him. He untied his leather headband, letting a shock of jet-black hair fall into his eyes, and began to unwrap his wrists. Eco seemed a bit awed by the fellow’s brawniness; to me, with his babyish face and apple-red cheeks, Hippolytus seemed a hugely overgrown child.

I had gathered from the others that Hippolytus was close, or as close as anyone, to Cleon. I began the conversation by saying as much, hoping to catch him off his guard. He looked at me, unconcerned, and nodded.

‘I suppose that’s right. I liked him. He wasn’t as bad as some made out.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Wasn’t Cleon’s fault if everybody swooned over him. Wasn’t his fault if he didn’t swoon back. I don’t think he had it in him to feel that way about another boy.’ He frowned and wrinkled his brow. ‘Some say that’s not natural, but there you are. The gods make us all different.’

‘I’m told he was arrogant and vain.’

‘Wasn’t his fault he was better than everybody else at wrestling and running and throwing. Wasn’t his fault he was smarter than his tutors. But he shouldn’t have crowed so much, I suppose. Hubris – you know what that is?’

‘Vanity that offends the gods,’ I said.

‘Right, like in the plays. Acquiring a swollen head, becoming too cocksure, until a fellow’s just begging to be struck down by a lightning bolt or swallowed by an earthquake. What the gods give they can take away. They gave Cleon everything. Then they took it all away.’

‘The gods?’

Hippolytus sighed. ‘Cleon deserved to be brought down a notch, but he didn’t deserve that punishment.’

‘Punishment? From whom? For what?’

I watched his eyes and saw the to and fro of some internal debate. If I prodded too hard, he might shut up tight; if I prodded not at all, he might keep answering in pious generalities. I started to speak, then saw something settle inside him, and held my tongue.

‘You’ve seen the statue that fell on him?’ Hippolytus said.

‘Yes. Eros with his bow and arrows.’

‘Do you think that was just a coincidence?’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘You’ve talked to everyone in the gymnasium, and nobody’s told you? They’re all thinking it; they’re just too superstitious to say it aloud. It was Eros that killed Cleon, for spurning him.’

‘You think the god himself did it? Using his own statue?’

‘Love flowed to Cleon from all directions, like rivers to the sea – but he turned back the rivers and lived in his own rocky desert. Eros chose Cleon to be his favourite, but Cleon refused him. He laughed in the god’s face once too often.’

‘How? What had Cleon done to finally push the god too far?’

Again I saw the internal debate behind his eyes. Clearly, he wanted to tell me everything. I had only to be patient. At last, he sighed and spoke. ‘Lately, some of us thought that Cleon might finally be softening. He had a new tutor, a young philosopher named Mulciber, who came from Alexandria about six months ago. Cleon and his sister Cleio went to Mulciber’s little house off the forum every morning to talk about Plato and read poetry.’

‘Cleio as well?’

‘Sosistrides believed in educating both his children, no matter that Cleio’s a girl. Anyway, pretty soon word got around that Mulciber was courting Cleon. Why not? He was smitten, like everybody else. The surprise was that Cleon seemed to respond to his advances. Mulciber would send him chaste little love poems, and Cleon would send poems back to him. Cleon actually showed me some of Mulciber’s poems, and asked me to read the ones he was sending back. They were beautiful! He was good at that, too, of course.’ Hippolytus shook his head ruefully.

‘But it was all a cruel hoax. Cleon was just leading Mulciber on, making a fool of him. Only the day before yesterday, right in front of some of Mulciber’s other students, Cleon made a public show of returning all the poems Mulciber had sent him, and asking for his own poems back. He said he’d written them merely as exercises, to teach his own tutor the proper way to write a love poem. Mulciber was dumbstruck! Everyone in the gymnasium heard about it. People said Cleon had finally gone too far. To have spurned his tutor’s advances was one thing, but to do so in such a cruel, deliberately humiliating manner – that was hubris, people said, and the gods would take vengeance. And now they have.’

I nodded. ‘But quite often the gods use human vessels to achieve their ends. Do you really think the statue tumbled into the pool of its own accord, without a hand to push it?’

Hippolytus frowned, and seemed to debate revealing yet another secret. ‘Yesterday, not long before Cleon drowned, some of us saw a stranger in the gymnasium.’

At last, I thought, a concrete bit of evidence, something solid to grapple with! I took a deep breath. ‘No one else mentioned seeing a stranger.’

‘I told you, they’re all too superstitious. If the boy we saw was some emissary of the god, they don’t want to speak of it.’

‘A boy?’

‘Perhaps it was Eros himself, in human form – though you’d think a god would be better groomed and wear clothes that fit!’

‘You saw this stranger clearly?’

‘Not that clearly; neither did anybody else, as far as I can tell. I only caught a glimpse of him loitering in the outer vestibule, but I could tell he wasn’t one of the regular boys.’

‘How so?’

‘By the fact that he was dressed at all. This was just after the games, and everyone was still naked. And most of the gymnasium crowd are pretty well off; this fellow had a wretched haircut and his tunic looked like a patched hand-me-down from a big brother. I figured he was some stranger who wandered in off the street, or maybe a messenger slave too shy to come into the changing room.’

‘And his face?’

Hippolytus shook his head. ‘I didn’t see his face. He had dark hair, though.’

‘Did you speak to him, or hear him speak?’

‘No. I headed for the hot plunge and forgot all about him. Then Caputorus found Cleon’s body, and everything was crazy after that. I didn’t make any connection to the stranger until this morning, when I found out that some of the others had seen him, too.’

‘Did anybody see this young stranger pass through the baths and the changing room?’

‘I don’t think so. But there’s another way to get from the outer vestibule to the inner courtyard, through a little passageway at the far end of the building.’

‘So Caputorus told me. It seems possible, then, that this stranger could have entered the outer vestibule, sneaked through the empty passage, come upon Cleon alone in the pool, pushed the statue on to him, then fled the way he had come, all without being clearly seen by anyone.’

Hippolytus took a deep breath. ‘That’s how I figure it. So you see, it must have been the god, or some agent of the god. Who else could have had such perfect timing, to carry out such an awful deed?’

I shook my head. ‘I can see you know a bit about poetry and more than a bit about wrestling holds, young man, but has no one tutored you in logic? We may have answered the question of how, but that hasn’t answered the question of who. I respect your religious conviction that the god Eros may have had the motive and the will to kill Cleon in such a cold-blooded fashion – but it seems there were plenty of mortals with abundant motive as well. In my line of work I prefer to suspect the most likely mortal first, and presume divine causation only as a last resort. Chief among such suspects must be this tutor, Mulciber. Could he have been the stranger you saw lurking in the vestibule? Philosophers are notorious for having bad haircuts and shabby clothes.’

‘No. The stranger was shorter and had darker hair.’

‘Still, I should like to have a talk with this lovesick tutor.’

‘You can’t,’ said Hippolytus. ‘Mulciber hanged himself yesterday.’



 

‘No wonder such a superstitious dread surrounds Cleon’s death,’ I remarked to Eco, as we made our way to the house of Mulciber. ‘The golden boy of the Cup, killed by a statue of Eros; his spurned tutor hanging himself the same day. This is the dark side of Eros. It casts a shadow that frightens everyone into silence.’

Except me, Eco gestured, and let out the stifled, inchoate grunt he sometimes emits simply to declare his existence. I smiled at his self-deprecating humour, but it seemed to me that the things we had learned that morning had disturbed and unsettled Eco. He was at an age to be acutely aware of his place in the scheme of things, and to begin wondering who might ever love him, especially in spite of his handicap. It seemed unfair that a boy like Cleon, who had only scorn for his suitors, should have inspired so much unrequited infatuation and desire, when others faced lives of loneliness. Did the gods engineer the paradox of love’s unfairness to amuse themselves, or was it one of the evils that escaped from Pandora’s box to plague mankind?

The door of the philosopher’s house, like that of Sosistrides, was adorned with a black wreath. Following my knock, an elderly slave opened it to admit us to a little foyer, where a body was laid out upon a bier much less elaborate than that of Cleon. I saw at once why Hippolytus had been certain that the short, dark-haired stranger at the gymnasium had not been the Alexandrian tutor, for Mulciber was quite tall and had fair hair. He had been a reasonably handsome man of thirty-five or so, about my own age. Eco gestured to the scarf that had been clumsily gathered about the dead man’s throat, and then clutched his own neck with a strangler’s grip: To hide the rope marks, he seemed to say.

‘Did you know my master?’ asked the slave who had shown us in.

‘Only by reputation,’ I said. ‘We’re visitors to Neapolis, but I’ve heard of your master’s devotion to poetry and philosophy. I was shocked to learn of his sudden death.’ I spoke only the truth, after all.

The slave nodded. ‘He was a man of learning and talent. Still, few have come to pay their respects. He had no family here. And of course there are many who won’t set foot inside the house of a suicide, for fear of bad luck.’

‘It’s certain that he killed himself, then?’

‘It was I who found him, hanging from a rope. He tied it to that beam, just above the boy’s head.’ Eco rolled his eyes up. ‘Then he stood on a chair, put the noose around his neck, and kicked the chair out of the way. His neck snapped. I like to think he died quickly.’ The slave regarded his master’s face affectionately. ‘Such a waste! And all for the love of that worthless boy!’

‘You’re certain that’s why he killed himself?’

‘Why else? He was making a good living here in Neapolis, enough to send a bit back to his brother in Alexandria every now and again, and even to think of purchasing a second slave. I’m not sure how I’d have taken to that; I’ve been with him since he was a boy. I used to carry his wax tablets and scrolls for him when he was little and had his own tutor. No, his life was going well in every way, except for that horrible boy!’

‘You know that Cleon died yesterday.’

‘Oh, yes. That’s why the master killed himself.’

‘He hung himself after hearing of Cleon’s death?’

‘Of course! Only . . .’ The old man looked puzzled, as if he had not previously considered any other possibility. ‘Now let me think. Yesterday was strange all around, you see. The master sent me out early in the morning, before daybreak, with specific instructions not to return until evening. That was very odd, because usually I spend all day here, admitting his pupils and seeing to his meals. But yesterday he sent me out and I stayed away until dusk. I heard about Cleon’s death on my way home. When I came in, there was the master, hanging from that rope.’

‘Then you don’t know for certain when he died – only that it must have been between daybreak and nightfall.’

‘I suppose you’re right.’

‘Who might have seen him during the day?’

‘Usually pupils come and go all day, but not so yesterday, on account of the games at the gymnasium. All his regular students took part, you see, or else went to watch. The master had planned to be a spectator himself. So he had cancelled all his regular classes, you see, except for his very first of the day – and that he’d never cancel, of course, because it was with that wretched boy!’

‘Cleon, you mean.’

‘Yes, Cleon and his sister, Cleio. They always came for the first hour of the day. This month they were reading Plato on the death of Socrates.’

‘Suicide was on Mulciber’s mind, then. And yesterday, did Cleon and his sister arrive for their class?’

‘I can’t say. I suppose they did. I was out of the house by then.’

‘I shall have to ask Cleio, but for now we’ll assume they did. Perhaps Mulciber was hoping to patch things up with Cleon.’ The slave gave me a curious look. ‘I know about the humiliating episode of the returned poems the day before,’ I explained.

The slave regarded me warily. ‘You seem to know a great deal for a man who’s not from Neapolis. What are you doing here?’

‘Only trying to discover the truth. Now, then: we’ll assume that Cleon and Cleio came for their class, early in the morning. Perhaps Mulciber was braced for another humiliation, and even then planning suicide – or was he wildly hoping, with a lover’s blind faith, for some impossible reconciliation? Perhaps that’s why he dismissed you for the day, because he didn’t care to have his old slave witness either outcome. But it must have gone badly, or at least not as Mulciber hoped, for he never showed up to watch the games at the gymnasium that day. Everyone seems to assume that it was news of Cleon’s death that drove him to suicide, but it seems to me just as likely that Mulciber hung himself right after Cleon and Cleio left, unable to bear yet another rejection.’

Eco, greatly agitated, mimed an athlete throwing a discus, then a man fitting a noose around his neck, then an archer notching an arrow in a bow.

I nodded. ‘Yes, bitter irony: even as Cleon was enjoying his greatest triumph at the gymnasium, poor Mulciber may have been snuffing out his own existence. And then, Cleon’s death in the pool. No wonder everyone thinks that Eros himself brought Cleon down.’ I studied the face of the dead man. ‘Your master was a poet, wasn’t he?’

‘Yes,’ said the slave. ‘He wrote at least a few lines every day of his life.’

‘Did he leave a farewell poem?’

The slave shook his head. ‘You’d think he might have, if only to say goodbye to me after all these years.’

‘But there was nothing? Not even a note?’

‘Not a line. And that’s another strange thing, because the night before he was up long after midnight, writing and writing. I thought perhaps he’d put the boy behind him and thrown himself into composing some epic poem, seized by the muse! But I can’t find any trace of it. Whatever he was writing so frantically, it seems to have vanished. Perhaps, when he made up his mind to hang himself, he thought better of what he’d written, and burned it. He seems to have got rid of some other papers, as well.’

‘What papers?’

‘The love poems he’d written to Cleon, the ones Cleon returned to him – they’ve vanished. I suppose the master was embarrassed at the thought of anyone reading them after he was gone, and so he got rid of them. So perhaps it’s not so strange after all that he left no farewell note.’

I nodded vaguely, but it still seemed odd to me. From what I knew of poets, suicides and unrequited lovers, Mulciber would almost certainly have left some words behind – to chastise Cleon, to elicit pity, to vindicate himself. But the silent corpse of the tutor offered no explanation.

 

As the day was waning, I at last returned to the house of Sosistrides, footsore and soul-weary. A slave admitted us. I paused to gaze for a long moment at the lifeless face of Cleon. Nothing had changed, and yet he did not look as beautiful to my eyes as he had before.

Sosistrides called us into his study. ‘How did it go, Finder?’

‘I’ve had a productive day, if not a pleasant one. I talked to everyone I could find at the gymnasium. I also went to the house of your children’s tutor. You do know that Mulciber hanged himself yesterday?’

‘Yes. I found out only today, after I spoke to you. I knew he was a bit infatuated with Cleon, wrote poems to him and such, but I had no idea he was so passionately in love with him. Another tragedy, like ripples in a pond.’ Sosistrides, too, seemed to assume without question that the tutor’s suicide followed upon news of Cleon’s death. ‘And what did you find? Did you discover anything . . . significant?’

I nodded. ‘I think I know who killed your son.’

His face assumed an expression of strangely mingled relief and dismay. ‘Tell me, then!’

‘Would you send for your daughter first? Before I can be certain, there are a few questions I need to ask her. And when I think of the depth of her grief, it seems to me that she, too, should hear what I have to say.’

He called for a slave to fetch the girl from her room. ‘You’re right, of course; Cleio should be here, in spite of her . . . unseemly appearance. Her grieving shows her to be a woman, after all, but I’ve raised her almost as a son, you know. I made sure she learned to read and write. I sent her to the same tutors as Cleon. Of late she’s been reading Plato with him, both of them studying with Mulciber . . .’

‘Yes, I know.’

Cleio entered the room, her mantle pushed defiantly back from her shorn head. Her cheeks were lined with fresh, livid scratches, signs that her mourning had continued unabated through the day.

‘The Finder thinks he knows who killed Cleon,’ Sosistrides explained.

‘Yes, but I need to ask you a few questions first,’ I said. ‘Are you well enough to talk?’

She nodded.

‘Is it true that you and your brother went to your regular morning class with Mulciber yesterday?’

‘Yes.’ She averted her tear-reddened eyes and spoke in a hoarse whisper.

‘When you arrived at his house, was Mulciber there?’

She paused. ‘Yes.’

‘Was it he who let you in the door?’

Again a pause. ‘No.’

‘But his slave was out of the house, gone for the day. Who let you in?’

‘The door was unlocked . . . ajar . . .’

‘So you and Cleon simply stepped inside?’

‘Yes.’

‘Were harsh words exchanged between your brother and Mulciber?’

Her breath became ragged. ‘No.’

‘Are you sure? Only the day before, your brother had publicly rejected and humiliated Mulciber. He returned his love poems and ridiculed them in front of others. That must have been a tremendous blow to Mulciber. Isn’t it true that when the two of you showed up at his house yesterday morning, Mulciber lost his temper with Cleon?’

She shook her head.

‘What if I suggest that Mulciber became hysterical? That he ranted against your brother? That he threatened to kill him?’

‘No! That never happened. Mulciber was too – he would never have done such a thing!’

‘But I suggest that he did. I suggest that yesterday, after suffering your brother’s deceit and abuse, Mulciber reached the end of his tether. He snapped, like a rein that’s worn clean through, and his passions ran away with him like maddened horses. By the time you and your brother left his house, Mulciber must have been raving like a madman—’

‘No! He wasn’t! He was—’

‘And after you left, he brooded. He took out the love poems into which he had poured his heart and soul, the very poems that Cleon returned to him so scornfully the day before. They had once been beautiful to him, but now they were vile, so he burned them.’

‘Never!’

‘He had planned to attend the games at the gymnasium, to cheer Cleon on, but instead he waited until the contests were over, then sneaked into the vestibule, skulking like a thief. He came upon Cleon alone in the pool. He saw the statue of Eros – a bitter reminder of his own rejected love. No one else was about, and there was Cleon, swimming facedown, not even aware that anyone else was in the courtyard, unsuspecting and helpless. Mulciber couldn’t resist – he waited until the very moment that Cleon passed beneath the statue, then pushed it from its pedestal. The statue struck Cleon’s head. Cleon sank to the bottom and drowned.’

Cleio wept and shook her head. ‘No, no! It wasn’t Mulciber!’

‘Oh, yes! And then, wracked with despair at having killed the boy he loved, Mulciber rushed home and hanged himself. He didn’t even bother to write a note to justify himself or beg forgiveness for the murder. He’d fancied himself a poet, but what greater failure is there for a poet than to have his love poems rejected? And so he hung himself without writing another line, and he’ll go to his funeral pyre in silence, a common murderer—’

‘No, no, no!’ Cleio clutched her cheeks, tore at her hair, and wailed. Eco, whom I had told to be prepared for such an outburst, started back nonetheless. Sosistrides looked at me aghast. I averted my eyes. How could I have simply told him the truth, and made him believe it? He had to be shown. Cleio had to show him.

‘He did leave a farewell,’ Cleio cried. ‘It was the most beautiful poem he ever wrote!’

‘But his slave found nothing. Mulciber’s poems to Cleon had vanished, and there was nothing new—’

‘Because I took them!’

‘Where are they, then?’

She reached into the bosom of her black gown and pulled out two handfuls of crumpled papyrus. ‘These were his poems to Cleon! You never saw such beautiful poems, such pure, sweet love put down in words! Cleon made fun of them, but they broke my heart! And here is his farewell poem, the one he left lying on his threshold so that Cleon would be sure to see it, when we went to his house yesterday and found him hanging in the foyer, his neck broken, his body soiled . . . dead . . . gone from me forever!’

She pressed a scrap of papyrus into my hands. It was in Greek, the letters rendered in a florid, desperate hand. A phrase near the middle caught my eye:

 
One day, even your beauty will fade;
One day, even you may love unrequited!
Take pity, then, and favour my corpse
With a first, final, farewell kiss . . .
 

She snatched back the papyrus and clutched it to her bosom.

My voice was hollow in my ears. ‘When you went to Mulciber’s house yesterday, you and Cleon found him already dead.’

‘Yes!’

‘And you wept.’

‘Because I loved him!’

‘Even though he didn’t love you?’

‘Mulciber loved Cleon. He couldn’t help himself.’

‘Did Cleon weep?’

Her face became so contorted with hatred that I heard Sosistrides gasp in horror. ‘Oh, no,’ she said, ‘he didn’t weep. Cleon laughed! He laughed! He shook his head and said, “What a fool,” and walked out the door. I screamed at him to come back, to help me cut Mulciber down, and he only said, “I’ll be late for the games!” ’ Cleio collapsed to the floor, weeping, the poems scattering around her. ‘ “Late for the games!” ’ she repeated, as if it were her brother’s epitaph.

 

On the long ride back to Rome through the Campanian countryside, Eco’s hands grew weary and I grew hoarse debating whether I had done the right thing. Eco argued that I should have kept my suspicions of Cleio to myself. I argued that Sosistrides deserved to know what his daughter had done, and how and why his son had died – and needed to be shown, as well, how deeply and callously his beautiful, beloved Cleon had inflicted misery on others.

‘Besides,’ I said, ‘when we returned to Sosistrides’ house, I wasn’t certain myself that Cleio had murdered Cleon. Accusing the dead tutor was a way of flushing her out. Her possession of Mulciber’s missing poems were the only tangible evidence that events had unfolded as I suspected. I tried in vain to think of some way, short of housebreaking, to search her room without either Cleio or her father knowing – but as it turned out, such a search would have found nothing. I should have known that she would keep the poems on her person, next to her heart! She was as madly, hopelessly in love with Mulciber as he was in love with Cleon. Eros can be terribly careless when he scatters his arrows!’

We also debated the degree and nature of Cleon’s perfidy. When he saw Mulciber’s dead body, was Cleon so stunned by the enormity of what he had done – driven a lovesick man to suicide – that he went about his business in a sort of stupor, attending the games and performing his athletic feats like an automaton? Or was he so cold that he felt nothing? Or, as Eco argued in an extremely convoluted series of gestures, did Mulciber’s fatal demonstration of lovesick devotion actually stimulate Cleon in some perverse way, inflating his ego and inspiring him to excel as never before at the games?

Whatever his private thoughts, instead of grieving, Cleon blithely went off and won his laurel crown, leaving Mulciber to spin in midair and Cleio to plot her vengeance. In a fit of grief she cut off her hair. The sight of her reflection in Mulciber’s atrium pool gave her the idea to pass as a boy; an ill-fitting tunic from the tutor’s wardrobe completed her disguise. She carried a knife with her to the gymnasium, the same one she had used to cut her hair, and was prepared to stab her brother in front of his friends. But it turned out that she didn’t need the knife. By chance – or guided by Eros – she found her way into the courtyard, where the statue presented itself as the perfect murder weapon.

As far as Cleio was concerned, the statue’s role in the crime constituted proof that she acted not only with the god’s approval but as an instrument of his will. This pious argument had so far, at least as of our leaving Neapolis, stayed Sosistrides from punishing her. I did not envy the poor merchant. With his wife and son dead, could he bear to snuff out the life of his only remaining offspring, even for so great a crime? And yet, how could he bear to let her live, knowing she had murdered his beloved son? Such a conundrum would test the wisdom of Athena!

Eco and I debated, too, the merits of Mulciber’s poetry. I had begged of Sosistrides a copy of the tutor’s farewell, so that I could ponder it at my leisure:

 
Savage, sullen boy, whelp of a lioness,
Stone-hearted and scornful of love,
I give you a lover’s ring – my noose!
No longer be sickened by the sight of me;
I go to the only place that offers solace
To the broken-hearted: oblivion!
But will you not stop and weep for me,
If only for one moment . . .
 

The poem continued for many more lines, veering between recrimination, self-pity, and surrender to the annihilating power of love.

Hopelessly sentimental! More cloying than honey! The very worst sort of dreck, pronounced Eco, with a series of gestures so sweeping that he nearly fell from his horse. I merely nodded, and wondered if my son would feel the same in another year or so, after Eros had wounded him with a stray arrow or two and given him a clearer notion, from personal experience, of just how deeply the god of love can pierce the hearts of helpless mortals.




A GLADIATOR DIES ONLY ONCE

 



 

‘A beautiful day for it,’ I said begrudgingly. Cicero nodded and squinted up at the filtered red sunlight that penetrated the awning above our seats. Below, in the arena, the first pair of gladiators strode across the sand to meet each other in combat.

The month was Junius, at the beginning of what promised to be a long, hot summer. The blue sky and undulating green hills were especially beautiful here in the Etrurian countryside outside the town of Saturnia, where Cicero and I, travelling separately from Rome, had arrived the day before to attend the funeral of a local magistrate. Sextus Thorius had been struck down in the prime of life, thrown from his horse while riding down the Clodian Way to check on the progress of a slave gang doing repair work on the road. The next day, word of his demise reached Rome, where quite a few important persons had felt obligated to attend the funeral.

Earlier that morning, not a few of the senators and bankers who gathered to watch the funeral procession had raised an eyebrow at the sight of Gordianus the Finder among them; feeling the beady gaze of a prune-faced matron on me, I distinctly overheard her whisper to her husband, ‘What’s he doing here? Does someone suspect foul play at work in the death of Sextus Thorius?’ But Cicero, when he caught sight of me, smiled grimly and moved to join me, and asked no questions. He knew why I had come. A few years ago, facing the prospect of a ruinous business scandal, Thorius had consulted Cicero for legal advice, and Cicero had sent Thorius to me to get to the bottom of the affair. In the end, both scandal and litigation were averted. Thorius had rewarded me generously, and had subsequently sent quite a bit of business my way. The least I could do on the occasion of his death was to pack my best toga, spend the night at a seedy inn in Saturnia, and show up at his funeral.

We had followed the procession of musicians, hired mourners and family members to the little necropolis outside Saturnia, where, after a few speeches of remembrance, Thorius’ remains had been set alight atop a funeral pyre. At the soonest opportunity to do so without seeming impolite, I had turned to leave, eager to start back to Rome, when Cicero caught my arm.

‘Surely you’re not leaving yet, Gordianus. We must stay for the funeral games.’

‘Games?’ I meant to load the word with irony, but Cicero took the question in my voice literally.

‘There’s to be a gladiator show, of course. It’s not as if Thorius was a nobody. His family wasn’t rich, but they’ll have spent whatever they can afford, I’m sure.’

‘I hate watching gladiators,’ I said bluntly.

‘So do I. But they’re a part of the funeral, no less than the procession and the eulogies. One has to stay.’

‘I’m not in the mood to see blood spilled.’

‘But if you leave now, people will notice,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘You can’t afford to have them think you’re squeamish, Gordianus. Not in your line of work.’

I glanced at the faces around us, lit by the funeral pyre. The prune-faced matron was among them, along with her husband and numerous others from the same social set back in Rome. Much as I might hate to admit it, I was dependent on the trust and goodwill of such people, the sort who had occasion to call on my services and the means to pay for them. I ferreted out the truth, and in return they put bread on my table.

‘But I have to get back to Rome,’ I protested. ‘I can’t afford another night at that seedy inn.’

‘Then you’ll stay with me,’ said Cicero. ‘I have accommodation with a local banker. Good food. Comfortable bed.’ He raised an eyebrow.

Why did Cicero want so badly for me to stay? It occurred to me that he was the squeamish one. To watch the gladiators, he wanted the company of someone who wouldn’t needle him about his squeamishness, as so many of his social equals were likely to do.

Begrudgingly, I acquiesced, and so found myself, that fine afternoon in Junius, seated in a wooden amphitheatre constructed especially for the funeral games to honour the passing of Sextus Thorius of Saturnia. Since I was with Cicero, I had been admitted into the more exclusive section of seats beneath the shade of the blood-red awning, along with the bereaved family, various local dignitaries, and important visitors from Rome. The local villagers and farmers sat in the sun-drenched seats across from ours. They wore brimmed hats for shade and waved brightly coloured fans. For a brief moment, bemused by the fluttering fans, I had the illusion that the crowd had been covered by a swarm of huge butterflies flapping their wings.

There were to be three matches, all fought to the death. Any less than three would have seemed parsimonious on the part of the family. Any more would have begun to look ostentatious, and added to the cost. As Cicero had said, the family of Sextus Thorius, while eminently respectable, was not rich.

The three pairs of gladiators were paraded before us. Helmets hid their faces, but they were easy to tell apart by their different armour and their contrasting physiques. One stood out from all the rest because of his colouration, a Nubian whose muscular arms and legs shone beneath the hot sun like burnished ebony. As the fighters strode before us, each raised his weapon. The crowd responded with polite cheering, but I overheard two men behind us complaining:

‘Pretty obscure outfit. Owned by some freedman from Ravenna, I’m told; fellow called Ahala. Never heard of him!’

‘Me neither. How did the family settle on this crew? Probably came cheap. Still, I suppose the Nubian’s something of a novelty . . .’

There followed the ritual inspection of weapons for sharpness and armour for soundness, performed by the local magistrate in charge of the games, then the gladiators departed from the arena. The magistrate invoked the gods and delivered yet another eulogy to Sextus Thorius. A few moments later, to a blare of trumpets, a pair of gladiators reemerged and the first bout commenced. The shorter, stockier fighter was outfitted in the Thracian manner with a small round shield and a short sword. His tall, lumbering opponent wore heavier Samnite armour and carried an oblong shield.

‘Samnite versus Thracian – a typical match,’ noted Cicero, who often fell to lecturing when he was uneasy or nervous. ‘Did you know that the very first gladiatorial matches took place right here in Etruria? Oh, yes; we Romans inherited the custom from the Etruscans. They began by sacrificing captive warriors before the funeral pyres of their leaders—’ Cicero gave a start as the sword of the Samnite struck one of the iron bosses on the shield of the Thracian with a resounding clang, then he cleared his throat and continued. ‘Eventually, instead of simply strangling the captives, the Etruscans decided to have them fight each other, allowing the victors to live. We Romans took up the custom, and so developed the tradition of death matches at the funerals of great men. Of course, nowadays, anyone who was anyone must be honoured with games at his funeral. I’ve even heard of gladiator matches at the funerals of prominent women! The result is a tremendous demand for fresh gladiators. You still see captive warriors among them, but more and more often they’re simply slaves who’ve been trained to fight, or sometimes convicted criminals – murderers who’d otherwise be executed, or thieves who’d rather take a chance in the arena than have a hand chopped off.’

Below us, the Thracian thrust past the Samnite’s shield and scored a glancing cut across the man’s sword-arm. Blood sprinkled the sand. Cicero shuddered.

‘Ultimately, one should remember that it’s a religious occasion,’ he noted primly, ‘and the people must have their religion. And quite candidly, I don’t mind watching a death match if both the combatants are convicted criminals. Then at least there’s something instructive about the bloodletting. Or even if the fighters are captured warriors; that can be instructive as well, to take a good look at our enemies and to see how they fight, and to celebrate the favour of the gods, who’ve put us in the stands and them down there in the arena. But more and more the trend is to have trained slaves do the fighting—’

The tall Samnite, after a staggering retreat under the Thracian’s relentless assault, suddenly rallied and managed to score a solid thrust at the other’s flank. Blood spattered the sand. From behind his helmet the Thracian let out a cry and staggered back.

Behind us, the two men who had earlier complained now both roared with excitement:

‘That’s how to turn the tables! You’ve got him now, Samnite!’

‘Make the little fellow squeal again!’

Cicero fidgeted in his seat and cast a disapproving glance behind us, then looked sidelong at the young woman seated next to him. She was watching the bout with narrowed eyes, one hand touching her parted lips and the other patting her heaving bosom. Cicero looked at me and raised an eyebrow. ‘And then there’s the unwholesome glamour which these gladiators exert on certain women – and on more than a few men, as well, I’m sad to say. The whole culture has gone gladiator-mad! Roman boys play at being gladiators instead of generals, Roman ladies swoon whenever they see one, and do you know, I’ve even heard of Roman citizens who’ve volunteered to fight as gladiators themselves. And not just for the money – although I understand even some slaves are paid handsomely if they can survive and make a name for themselves – but for some sort of perverse thrill. I can’t begin to imagine—’

His objection was abruptly drowned out by the roar of the crowd. The stocky Thracian had rallied and was once again relentlessly pushing the taller Samnite back. Sword clanged against sword, until the Samnite, tripping, fell backwards. The Thracian stepped on to the shield the Samnite had drawn over his chest, pinning the man down. He pressed the tip of his sword against the Samnite’s windpipe. The Samnite released his sword and instinctively grasped the blade, then drew back his hand, flinging blood from the cuts across his fingers.

The Samnite had been worsted. From behind the visor of his helmet, the triumphant Thracian scanned the stands, looking to the crowd for judgment. Following the ancient custom, those who thought the Samnite should be spared would produce handkerchiefs and wave them, while those who wanted to see him put to death would raise their fists in the air. Here and there I saw a few fluttering handkerchiefs, all but submerged in a sea of clenched fists.

‘I don’t agree,’ said one of the men behind us. ‘I rather liked the Samnite. He put up a good fight.’

‘Bah!’ said his friend, shaking his fist in the air. ‘They’re both amateurs! The whole match was barely acceptable; I wouldn’t give a fig to watch either of them fight again. Send the loser straight to Hades, I say! Anything less would dishonour the memory of Sextus Thorius.’

‘I suppose you’re right,’ said the other, and from the corner of my eye I saw him put away his handkerchief and raise his fist.

The Thracian looked to the magistrate in charge of the games for the final judgement. The man raised his fist and nodded curtly, and the Thracian drove the sword into the Samnite’s throat. A great fountain of blood spurted from the wound, gushing across the Samnite’s helmet and chest and on to the sand all around. The man thrashed and convulsed, very nearly throwing the Thracian off-balance. But the Thracian steadied himself, shifting more weight on to the shield that confined the Samnite and bearing down on his sword until it penetrated the back of the Samnite’s neck and was driven firmly into the packed sand beneath.

With a roar of triumph, the Thracian stepped back and thrust his fists in the air. The Samnite bucked his hips and thrashed his limbs, pinned to the earth by the sword through his neck. The Thracian performed a victory strut in a circle around him.

‘Disgusting!’ muttered Cicero, pressing a clenched fist to his lips and looking queasy.

‘Delightful!’ uttered one of the men behind us. ‘Now that’s more like it! What a finish!’

Then, as a single body – myself included – the crowd drew a gasp. With one of his thrashing hands, the Samnite had managed to grab hold of the Thracian’s ankle, and with his other hand he had somehow managed to regain his sword. He pounded the pommel against the sand, as if to still that arm from thrashing, so that the blade pointed rigidly upright. The Thracian lost his balance and, making circles in the air with his arms, began to tumble backwards.

For a long, breathless moment, it looked as if no power in the heavens or on the earth could stop the Thracian from falling backwards directly on to the upright blade of the Samnite’s sword, impaling himself.

Even Cicero bolted forwards, rigid with suspense. The woman next to him swooned. The men behind us bleated with excitement.

The Thracian swayed back – regained his balance – and swayed back again. The upright sword glinted in the sunlight.

Making a tremendous circle with his arms, the Thracian at last managed to propel himself forwards. Wrenching his ankle from the Samnite’s grasp, he took a few staggering steps forwards, then wheeled about. The Samnite had stopped thrashing, but the sword in his fist still pointed skyward. Approaching cautiously, as one might a snake that seemed to have writhed its last but might yet strike, the Thracian squatted down and snatched the sword from the Samnite’s grip – then jerked back in alarm as a bizarre noise emerged from the Samnite’s throat, a gurgling death-rattle that froze my blood. Gripping the pommel in both hands, the Thracian pointed the sword downwards. As one might strike a last blow to make sure that a snake was finished, he drove the blade deep into the Samnite’s groin.

Again, the crowd gasped in unison. Like Cicero beside me, I put my hand to my groin and flinched. But the Samnite was now truly dead. Fresh blood stained the loincloth around the wound, but he did not move.

His chest heaving, the Thracian stood and recommenced his victory strut. After a moment of stunned silence, the exhilarated crowd rewarded him with thunderous cheering. The magistrate strode into the arena and rewarded him with a palm frond to mark his victory. Waving it over his head, the gladiator departed to raucous applause.

‘Well!’ declared Cicero, clearly impressed despite his avowed distaste for the games. ‘That will be hard to top.’

The body of the Samnite was dragged away, the pools of blood were raked over with fresh sand, and the next match commenced. It was a novelty bout between two dimacheri, so-called because each wielded not one but two daggers. To compensate for their lack of shields, they wore more pieces of armour than other types of fighters – greaves to protect their forearms and shins, plated pectorals to guard their throats and chests, and various bands about their limbs and bits of metal over their naked flesh that suggested adornment as much as armour. Instead of the nerve-wracking banging of swords against shields, the sound of their match was a constant, grating slither of blade against blade as they engaged in a dizzying dance of parries and thrusts. One was swarthy and the other pale, but otherwise their physiques were much alike; not as muscular as either of the previous fighters, they had the lithesome bodies of dancers. Speed and agility counted for more than brute strength in such a match, and they were so evenly matched, and their manoeuvres so elegant, that their contest seemed almost choreographed. Instead of grunts and cheers, they elicited ‘ahs’ and ‘ohs’ of appreciation from the crowd. Watching them whirl about, I felt the pleasure one feels from watching dancers rather than warriors, so that I almost forgot that for one of them, death waited at the end of the match.

Then, with a scraping noise that set my teeth on edge, a dagger slid over armour and successfully connected with unprotected flesh, and the first blood was spilled. The crowd exhaled an ‘Ah!’ at a higher pitch than before, and I sensed the stirring of their collective bloodlust.

Both fighters seemed to be wearying, losing the unerring focus that had kept them from harming each other. More blood was spilled, though the wounds were minor, mere scratches that dabbed the blades with just enough blood to send red droplets flying through the air to mingle with the fine spray of sweat cast from the gladiators’ glistening limbs.

Slowly but surely the pace of the parries and thrusts accelerated, even as their rhythm became more ragged and unpredictable. My heartbeat quickened. I glanced at Cicero and realized that he had not said a word throughout the match. He leaned forwards, his eyes glittering with fascination.

The swarthy fighter suddenly seized the advantage. His arms became a blur of movement, like the wings of a bee. And like a bee he stung, managing to prick first the right hand of his opponent, then the left hand, so that the pale gladiator released both of his daggers and stood defenceless. Pressing his daggers to the other’s wrists, the swarthy fighter forced the disarmed man to spread his arms wide open, like a crucified slave.

It was a brazen gesture on the part of the swarthy gladiator to humiliate his foe, but it contained a miscalculation. At such close quarters, almost chest-to-chest, the pale gladiator was able to thrust one knee into his opponent’s groin, and simultaneously to butt his helmet against the other’s. The swarthy gladiator was sent staggering back. The hushed crowd erupted in shrieks of laughter.

The pale gladiator’s advantage was short-lived. He made a dash to recover one of his daggers, but the distance was too great. The swarthy gladiator was upon him like a pouncing lion, hemming him in with his daggers, jabbing and pricking him, forcing him to perform a spastic, backwards dance, controlling him at every step. To pay him back, the swarthy gladiator kneed him not once but twice in the groin. The pale gladiator folded forwards in agony, then abruptly performed the motion in reverse, straining upright on to his toes, for not one but two daggers were pressed against the soft, unarmoured flesh beneath his chin. The movement was so neatly performed that it seemed like the climax to a dance which the two had been performing from the moment their bout commenced. They stood like statues, one with daggers poised, the other on tiptoes, quivering, empty hands at his sides, helpless. The crowd roared its approval.

The victor looked towards the magistrate, who raised an eyebrow and turned his head from side to side to assess the will of the crowd. Spontaneously, the crowd produced a multitude of fluttering handkerchiefs. Voices cried, ‘Spare him! Spare him!’ Even the men behind me took up the chant: ‘Spare him! Spare him!’

In my experience, the judgement of the mob is like quicksilver, hard to pin down and impossible to predict. If I had turned at that moment and asked the men behind me, ‘Why spare the pale gladiator?’, no doubt they would have given the rote answer: ‘Because he fought well, and deserves to fight another day.’ But the Samnite had fought just as bravely, if not as beautifully, and they had been eager to see him die. I think it was the fact that the two dimacheri had fought so well together that swayed the crowd to spare the loser; they were like a matched set that no one wished to see broken. The pale gladiator owed his life as much to his opponent as to himself; had they not been so precisely matched, those two daggers would have been thrust into his gullet in the blink of an eye. Instead, one by one, the daggers withdrew. The pale gladiator dropped to his knees, his head bowed to show deference both to the spectators who had spared him and to the man who had bested him, as the victor received his palm frond from the presiding magistrate.

‘Well!’ said Cicero, breaking his silence. ‘So far it’s been a better show than any of us expected, I daresay. I wonder what the final match will bring?’

Sometimes, if the games are boring, spectators begin to vacate the stands after the first or second match, deciding they’ve adequately paid their respects to the dead and need stay no longer. On this day, for the final match, not a single spectator stirred from his seat. Instead, there was a new arrival. I was not the only one who noticed her; one of the men behind me released a wolf whistle.

‘Feast your eyes on that beauty!’ he murmured.

‘Where?’ said his friend.

‘Right across from us, looking for a place to sit.’

‘Oh, yes, I see. A beauty, you say? Too dark for my taste.’

‘You need to broaden your palate then. Ha! I’ll bet you’ve never had a Nubian.’

‘As if you had!’

‘Of course I have. You forget that I spent a few years travelling around Libya and Egypt . . .’

I grew deaf to their prattling, fascinated by the newcomer. She was strikingly beautiful, with high cheekbones, full lips and flashing eyes. Her dense black hair was piled on her head in the latest style and tied with ribbons, and she wore a tunica of pale blue that contrasted with the ebony sheen of her naked arms and throat. Her burnished-copper necklace and bracelets glinted in the bright sunlight. Her bosom heaved slightly, as if she were excited or slightly out of breath. One seldom saw in Italy a Nubian who was not a slave, but from her dress and the fact that she appeared to be out and about on her own, I took her to be a free woman. While I watched, a row of male spectators, clearly as struck by her beauty as I was, nudged one another and obligingly made room for her, giving her an aisle seat.

The two gladiators who strode into the arena for the final bout could not have been more different. The first was stoutly built, his chest and legs covered by curly red hair. He was outfitted in the manner of the Gauls, with a short sword and a tall, rectangular shield, a loose loincloth and bands of metal-plated leather wrapped around his mid-section, leaving his legs and chest bare. His helmet covered not only his head but, tapering and flaring out again like an hourglass, extended down to cover his neck and breastbone as well.

Following him into the arena was a retiarius, to my mind the most fearsomely attired class of gladiators. Retiarii carry not a sword and shield, but a long trident and a net. This one was all the more striking because of his contrast to the red-haired Gaul, for he was the tall, smoothly muscled Nubian we had seen in the opening parade of gladiators, as ebon-hued as the woman who had just found a seat in the stands. I wondered briefly if there might be some connection between them – then drew in a breath as the Gaul made a rush at the retiarius, and the combat commenced.

Sword clanged against trident. Already heated to fever pitch by the previous matches, the crowd became raucously vocal at once, jumping from their seats and crying out for blood. The gladiators responded with a bout that exceeded anything we had previously seen that day. For two men so heavily muscled, they moved with surprising speed (although the retiarius, with his long legs, was considerably more graceful than his opponent). They seemed almost to read one another’s thoughts, as blows were deflected or dodged at the last possible instant, and each attack was followed at once by a counterattack of equal cunning and ferocity. Beside me, Cicero repeatedly flinched and gasped, but did not look away. Neither did I, swept up by the primal fascination of watching two men in a struggle for life and death.

As the match continued, the attributes of each fighter became clear. The Gaul was stronger, the Nubian quicker; he would need to be, if he were to succeed in casting the net over his prey. Several times, when the Gaul closed the distance between them in order to slash and thrust, the net almost captured him, but the Gaul eluded it by dropping to the sand, rolling out of harm’s way, and springing back to his feet.

‘At this rate, the Gaul’s going to exhaust himself,’ said one of the men behind me. ‘Then watch the Nubian catch him in that net like a fish out of water and start poking holes in him!’

Irritated, Cicero turned to shush the man, but I was thinking exactly the same thought. And indeed, almost more quickly than my eyes could apprehend it, the very thing happened. The Gaul rushed in, slashing his sword. Wielding the trident with one hand, the Nubian parried the Gaul’s thrust, and with his other hand he spun the net in the air and brought it down directly over the Gaul. The lead weights sown at various points around the edge of the net caused it to collapse around the Gaul and swallow him, sword, shield and all.

If the Gaul had tripped, which seemed almost inevitable, that would have been the end of him. But somehow he managed to stay upright, and when the Nubian, wielding his trident with both hands now, rushed towards him, he managed to spin about so that the three sharp prongs landed squarely against his shield. The prongs, failing to penetrate flesh, instead became enmeshed in the fabric of the net. The Nubian yanked at his trident to free it, but the net held it fast, and the Gaul, though pulled forwards, managed to stand his ground.

Sensing more than seeing his advantage – for the net must have greatly blocked the view from his narrow visor – the Gaul rushed forwards. Holding fast to the trident, the Nubian was unable to stand his ground and was pushed back. Tripping, he fell on to his rump and released the shaft of the trident with one hand, still gripping it with the other. The Gaul, using his bull-like strength, twisted to one side. The Nubian, his wrist unnaturally bent, gave a cry and released the trident altogether.

The Gaul, slashing at the net with his sword and thrusting upwards with his shield, managed to push the net up and over his head, taking the trident with it. Stepping free, he kicked the net behind him, and with it the now hopelessly entangled trident. The Nubian, meanwhile, managed to scramble to his feet, but he was now without a weapon.

The Gaul might have made short work of his opponent, but eschewing his sword, he used his shield as a weapon instead. Rushing headlong at the Nubian, he struck him with his shield, so hard that the Nubian was knocked backwards against the wooden wall of the arena. The spectators directly above him, unable to see, rushed forwards from their seats and craned their necks, peering over the railing. Among them – not hard to pick out in that crowd – I saw the Nubian woman. Even greater than the contrast of her dark flesh next to the paleness of those around her was the marked contrast of her expression. Submerged in a sea of faces that leered, gaped and howled with bloodlust, she was silent and stricken, wearing a look of shock and dismay.

The Gaul played cat-and-mouse with his prey. He stepped back, allowing the Nubian to stagger forwards, gasping for breath, then struck him full-force again with his shield, knocking him against the wall. Over and over, the Gaul struck the Nubian, knocking the breath out of him each time, until the man was barely able to stand. The Gaul delivered one last body-blow with his shield, and the Nubian, recoiling from the wall, fell forwards on to his face.

Casting aside his shield, the Gaul grabbed hold of the Nubian’s ankle and dragged him towards the centre of the arena. The Nubian thrashed ineffectively, seemingly unable to catch a breath. To judge from the intermittent red trail he left in the sand, he was bleeding from some part of his body, perhaps from his mouth.

‘Ha!’ said one of the men behind me. ‘Who’s the fish out of water now?’

The Gaul reached the centre of the ring. Releasing the Nubian’s ankle, he held up his fists and performed a victory strut in a circle around him. The crowd gasped at the man’s audacity. The Thracian had behaved with the same careless bravado, and had very nearly paid for it with his life.

But the Nubian was in no condition to take advantage of any miscalculation by his opponent. At one point, he stirred and tried to raise himself on his arms, and the crowd let out a cry; but his arms failed him and he fell back again, flat on his chest. The Gaul stood over him and looked to the spectators for judgement.

The reaction from the stands was mixed. People rose to their feet. ‘Spare him!’ cried some. ‘Send him to Hades!’ cried others. The magistrate in charge turned his head this way and that, looking distinctly uncomfortable at the lack of consensus. Whichever course he chose, some in the crowd would be disappointed. At last he gave a sign to the waiting gladiator, and I was not surprised that he did the predictable thing. Mercy to a defeated fighter had already been granted once that day; mercy was the exception, not the rule. The crowd had come expecting to see bloodshed and death, and those who wanted to see the Nubian killed had more reason to see their expectation gratified than did those who preferred the novelty of allowing him to live. The magistrate raised his fist in the air.

There were cries of triumph in the stands, and groans of disappointment. Some cheered the magistrate, others booed. But to all this commotion I was largely deaf, for my eyes were on the Nubian woman directly across from me. Her body stiffened and her face froze in a grimace as the Gaul raised his sword for the death blow; I had the impression that she was struggling to contain herself, to exhibit dignity despite the despair that was overwhelming her. But as the sword descended, she lost all composure. She clutched her hair. She opened her mouth. The sound of her scream was drowned in the roar of the crowd as the Nubian convulsed on the sand, blood spurting like a fountain around the sword thrust between his shoulder blades.

For an instant, the Nubian woman’s gaze met mine. I was drawn into the depths of her grief as surely as if I tumbled into a well. Cicero gripped my arm. ‘Steady, Gordianus,’ he said. I turned towards him. His face was pale but his tone was smug; at last, it seemed to say, he had found someone more squeamish at the sight of death than himself.

When I looked back, the woman had vanished.

 

With their palm fronds held aloft, the victors paraded once more around the arena. The magistrate invoked the memory of Sextus Thorius and uttered a closing prayer to the gods. The spectators filed out of the amphitheatre.

‘Did you notice her?’ I asked Cicero.

‘Who, that hyperventilating young woman next to me?’

‘No, the Nubian across from us.’

‘A Nubian female?’

‘I don’t think she showed up until the final bout. I think she was alone.’

‘That seems unlikely.’

‘Perhaps she’s related somehow to the Nubian gladiator.’

He shrugged. ‘I didn’t notice her. How observant you are, Gordianus! You and your endless curiosity. But what did you think of the games?’ I started to answer, but Cicero gave me no chance. ‘Do you know,’ he said, ‘I actually rather enjoyed myself, far more than I expected to. A most instructive afternoon, and the audience seemed quite uplifted by the whole experience. But it seems to me a mistake on the part of the organizers, simply as a matter of presentation, not to show us the faces of the gladiators at some point, either at the beginning or the end. Their individual helmets project a certain personality, to be sure, like masks in the theatre. Or do you think that’s the point, to keep them anonymous and abstract? If we could see into their eyes, we might make a more emotional connection – they’d become human beings first, and gladiators second, and that would interfere with the pure symbolism of their role in the funeral games. It would thwart the religious intent . . .’Safe once more from the very real bloodshed of the arena, Cicero nattered on, falling into his role of aloof lecturer.

We arrived at Cicero’s lodgings, where he continued to pontificate to his host, a rich Etrurian yokel who seemed quite overwhelmed to have such a famous advocate from Rome sleeping under his roof. After a parsimonious meal, I excused myself as quickly as I could and went to bed. I could not help thinking that the lice at the inn had been more congenial, and the cook more generous.

I fell asleep thinking of the Nubian woman, haunted by my final image of her – her fists tearing at her hair, her mouth opened to scream.

 

The next day I made my way back to Rome. I proceeded to forget about the funeral of Sextus Thorius, the games, and the Nubian woman. The month of Junius passed into Quinctilis.

Then, one day, as Rome sweltered through the hottest summer I could remember, Eco came to me in my garden to announce a visitor.

‘A woman?’ I said, watching his hands shape curves in the air.

Eco nodded. Rather young, he went on to say, in the elaborate system of gestures we had devised between us, with skin the colour of night.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘A Nubian?’

Eco nodded.

‘Show her in.’

My memory did not do justice to her beauty. As before, her hair was done up with ribbons and she was attired in pale blue and burnished copper. Probably the outfit was the best she possessed. She had worn it to attend the funeral games; now she wore it for me. I was flattered.

She studied me for a long moment, a quizzical expression on her face. ‘I’ve seen you somewhere before,’ she finally said.

‘Yes. In Saturnia, at the funeral games for Sextus Thorius.’

She sucked in a breath. ‘I remember now. You sat across from me. You weren’t like the rest – laughing, joking, screaming for blood. When Zanziba was killed, you saw the suffering on my face, and I could tell that you . . .’ Her voice trailed off. She lowered her eyes. ‘How strange, the paths upon which the gods lead us! When I asked around the Subura for a man who might be able to help me, yours was the name people gave me, but I never imagined that I’d seen you before – and in that place of all places, on that day of all accursed days!’

‘You know who I am, then?’

‘Gordianus. They call you the Finder.’

‘Yes. And you?’

‘My name is Zuleika.’

‘Not a Roman name.’

‘I had a Roman name once. A man who was my master gave it to me. But Zuleika is the name I was born with, and Zuleika is the name I’ll die with.’

‘I take it you shed your slave name when you shed your former master. You’re a freedwoman, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘Let’s sit here in the garden. My son will bring us wine to drink.’

We sat in the shade, and Zuleika told me her story.

She had been born in a city with an unpronounceable name, in a country unimaginably far away – beyond Nubia, she said, even beyond the fabled source of the Nile. Her father had been a wealthy trader in ivory, who often travelled and took his family with him. In a desert land, at a tender age, she had seen her father and mother murdered by bandits. Zuleika and her younger brother, Zanziba, were abducted and sold into slavery.

‘Our fortunes varied, as did our masters,’ she said, ‘but at least we were kept together as a pair; because we were exotic, you see.’ And beautiful, I thought, assuming that her brother’s beauty matched her own. ‘Eventually we found ourselves in Egypt. Our new owner was the master of a mime troupe. He trained us to be performers.’

‘You have a particular talent?’

‘I dance and sing.’

‘And your brother?’

‘Zanziba excelled at acrobatics – cartwheels, balancing acts, somersaults in mid-air. The master said that Zanziba must have a pair of wings hidden somewhere between those massive shoulders of his.’ She smiled, but only briefly. ‘Our master had once been a slave himself. He was a kind and generous man; he allowed his slaves to earn their own money, with the goal of eventually buying their freedom. When we had earned enough, Zanziba and I, we used the money to purchase Zanziba’s freedom, with the intention of putting aside more money until we could do the same for me.

‘But then the master fell on hard times. He was forced to disband the troupe and sell his performers piecemeal – a dancer here, a juggler there. I ended up with a new master, a Roman merchant living in Alexandria. He didn’t want me for my dancing or my singing. He wanted me for my body.’ She lowered her eyes. ‘When Zanziba came to him and said he wanted to buy my freedom, the man named a very steep price. Zanziba vowed to earn it, but he could never hope to do so as an acrobat, performing for coins in the street. He disappeared from Alexandria. Time passed, and more time. For such a long time I heard no word from him that I began to despair, thinking that my brother was dead, or had forgotten about me.

‘Then, finally, money arrived – a considerable sum, enough to buy my freedom and more. And with it came a letter – not in Zanziba’s hand, because neither of us had ever learned to read or write, but written for him by the banker who transmitted the money.’

‘What did the letter say?’

‘Can you read?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then read it for yourself.’ Zuleika handed me a worn and tattered scrap of parchment.

 
Beloved Sister,
I am in Italy, among the Romans. I have become a gladiator, a man who fights to the death to honour the Roman dead. It is a strange thing to be. The Romans profess to despise our kind, yet all the men want to buy us drinks in the taverns and all the women want to sleep with us. I despise this life, but it is the only way a freedman can earn the sort of money we need. It is a hard, cruel life, not fit for an animal, and it comes to a terrible end. Do not follow or try to find me. Forget me. Find your way back to our homeland, if you can. Live free, sister. I, too, shall live free, and though I may die young, I shall die a free man. Your loving brother, Zanziba.
 

I handed the scrap of parchment back to her. ‘Your brother told you not to come to Italy.’

‘How could I not come? Zanziba hadn’t forgotten me, after all. I was not going to forget him. As soon as I was able, I booked passage on a ship to Rome.’

‘Travel is expensive.’

‘I paid for the fare from the money Zanziba sent me.’

‘Surely he meant for you to live off that money.’

‘Here in Rome I make my own living.’ She raised her chin high. The haughty angle flattered her. She was beautiful; she was exotic; she was obviously clever. I could well imagine that Zuleika was able to demand a high fee for the pleasure of her company.

‘You came to Rome. And then?’

‘I looked for Zanziba, of course. I started with the banker who’d sent the money. He sent me to a gladiator camp near Neapolis. I talked to the man who owned the camp – the trainer, what you Romans call a lanista. He told me Zanziba had fought with his troupe of gladiators for a while, but had long since moved on. The lanista didn’t know where. Most gladiators are captives or slaves, but Zanziba was a free agent; he went where the money was best. I followed his trail by rumour and hearsay. I came to one dead end after another, and each time I had to start all over again. If you’re as good as people say, Gordianus the Finder, I could have used the skills of a man like you to track him down.’ She raised an eyebrow. ‘Do you have any idea how many gladiator camps there are in Italy?’

‘Scores, I should imagine.’

‘Hundreds, scattered all over the countryside! Over the last few months I’ve travelled the length and breadth of Italy, looking for Zanziba without luck, until . . . until a man who knew Zanziba told me that he was fighting for a lanista named Ahala who runs a camp in Ravenna. But the man said I needn’t bother going all the way to Ravenna, because Ahala’s gladiators would be fighting at funeral games the very next day up in Saturnia.’

‘At the funeral of Sextus Thorius,’ I said.

‘Yes. I wasn’t able to leave Rome until the next morning. I travelled all day. I arrived just when Zanziba’s match was beginning – excited, fearful, out of breath. Just in time to see—’

‘Are you sure it was him?’

‘Of course.’

‘But he wore a helmet.’

She shook her head. ‘With or without the helmet, I’d have known him. By his limbs and legs. By the way he moved. “Zanziba must have wings hidden between those massive shoulders,” the master in Alexandria used to say . . .’ Her voice trembled and her eyes glittered with tears. ‘After all my travels, all my searching, I arrived just in time to see my brother die!’

I lowered my eyes, remembering the scene: the Nubian flat on his chest, the Gaul with his sword poised to strike, the uncertain magistrate, the raucous crowd, the death blow, the fountain of blood . . .

‘I’m sorry you had to see such a thing, Zuleika. Did you attend to his body afterwards?’

‘I wasn’t even allowed to see him! I went to the quarters where the gladiators were kept, but the lanista wouldn’t let me in.’

‘Did you tell him who you were?’

‘If anything, that made him even more hostile. He told me it didn’t matter whose sister I was, that I had no business being there. “Clear off !” he shouted, and one of the gladiators shook a sword at me, and I ran away, crying. I should have stood up to him, I suppose, but I was so upset . . .’

Stood up to him? I thought. That would have been impossible. A freedwoman Zuleika might be, but that hardly gave her the privileges of a Roman citizen, or the prerogatives of being male. No one in Saturnia that day would have taken her side against the lanista.

I sighed, wondering, now that her story was told, why she had come to see me. ‘Your brother did an honourable thing when he sent you money to buy your freedom. But perhaps he was right. You shouldn’t have followed him here. You shouldn’t have tried to find him. A gladiator’s life is brutish and short. He chose that life, and he saw it through to the only possible end.’

‘No!’ she whispered, shaking her head, fixing me with a fiery gaze. ‘It wasn’t the end.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It wasn’t the end of Zanziba!’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Zanziba didn’t die that day. I know, because . . . because I’ve seen him!’

‘Where? When?’

‘Yesterday, here in Rome, in the marketplace down by the river. I saw Zanziba!’

Was the glint in her eyes excitement or madness? ‘Did you speak to him?’

‘No. He was on the far side of the market. A cart blocked my way, and before I could reach him, he was gone.’

‘Perhaps you were mistaken,’ I said quietly. ‘It happens to me all the time. I see a face across a crowd, or from the corner of my eye, and I’m sure it’s someone I know. But when I take a second look, I realize the familiarity was merely an illusion, a trick of the mind.’

She shook her head. ‘How many men who look like Zanziba have you ever seen in the Roman market?’

‘All the more reason why you might mistake such a fellow for your brother. Any tall, muscular man with ebony skin, glimpsed at a distance—’

‘But it wasn’t a glimpse! I saw him clearly’

‘You said a cart blocked the way.’

‘That was after I saw him, when I tried to move towards him. Before that, I saw him as clearly as I’m seeing you now. I saw his face! It was Zanziba I saw!’

I considered this for a long moment. ‘Perhaps, Zuleika, you saw his lemur. You wouldn’t be the first person to see the restless spirit of a loved one wandering the streets of Rome in broad daylight.’

She shook her head. ‘I saw a man, not a lemur.’

‘But how do you know?’

‘He was buying a plum from a vendor. Tell me, Gordianus: do lemures eat plums?’

 

I tried to dissuade her from hiring me by naming the same fee I would have asked from Cicero, but she agreed to the figure at once, and paid me a first installment on the spot. Zuleika seemed quite proud of her financial resources.

It was her idea that we should begin our search in Rome, and I agreed, duly making the rounds of the usual eyes and ears. I quickly discovered that a large Nubian of Zanziba’s description had indeed been seen around the marketplace, but no one could identify the man and no one knew where he’d come from, or where he’d gone. Zuleika wanted to visit every hostel and tavern in the city, but I counselled patience; put out a reward for information, I told her, and the information would come to us. Sure enough, a few days later, a streetsweeper in the Subura arrived at my door with word that the Nubian I was seeking had spent a single night at a seedy little hostel off the Street of the Coppersmiths, but had given no name and had moved on the next day.

Again I counselled patience. But days passed with no new information, and Zuleika grew impatient to commence with the next obvious step: to pay a call on Ahala, Zanziba’s lanista, the man who had turned her away when she tried to see her brother’s corpse. I remained dubious, but made preparations for the journey. Ravenna is a long way from Rome, especially when the traveller suspects in his heart of hearts that at journey’s end lies bitter disappointment.

Zuleika travelled with me and paid all expenses – sometimes with coins, but more often, I suspected, by exchanging favours with tavern keepers along the way, or by plying her trade with other guests. How she made her living was her business. I minded my own.

During the day, we rode on horseback. Zuleika was no stranger to horses. One of her brother’s acrobatic tricks had been to stand upright on the back of a cantering horse, and she had learned to do so as well. She offered to show me, but I dissuaded her; if she fell and broke her neck, who would pay my way home?

She was a good conversationalist, a skill that no doubt contributed to her ability to make a decent living; men pay for pleasure, but come back for good company. To pass the hours, we talked a great deal about Alexandria, where I had lived for a while when I was young. I was amused to hear her impressions of the teeming city and its risible inhabitants. In return, I told her the tale of the Alexandrian cat, whose killer I had discovered, and the terrible revenge exacted by the cat-worshipping mob of the city.

I was also intrigued by her newcomer’s impressions of Rome and Italy. Her search for Zanziba had taken her to many places, and her livelihood had acquainted her with men from all levels of society. She knew both the city and the countryside, and due to the nature of her search she had inadvertently become something of an expert on the state of gladiators.

‘Do you know the strongest impression I have of this land of yours?’ she said one day, as we passed a gang of slaves working in a field along the Flaminian Way. ‘Too many slaves!’

I shrugged. ‘There are slaves in Alexandria, too. There are slaves in every city and every country.’

‘Perhaps, but it’s different here. Maybe it’s because the Romans have conquered so many other people, and become so wealthy, and brought in so many slaves from so many places. In Egypt, there are small farmers all along the Nile; they may own slaves, but they also till the earth themselves. Everyone pulls together; in years of a good inundation, everyone eats well, and in years when the Nile runs low, everyone eats less. Here, it seems to me the farmers are all rich men who live in the city, and slaves do every bit of the work, and the free men who should be farmers are all in Rome, crowded into tenements and living off the dole. It doesn’t seem right.’

‘The farms are run well enough, I suppose.’

‘Are they? Then why does Rome import so much grain from Egypt? Look at how these field slaves are treated – how shabbily they’re dressed, how skinny they are, how hard they’re made to work, even under this blistering sun. An Egyptian farmer would be out in the fields alongside his slaves, pushing them to work harder, yes, but also seeing just how hard they do work, and making sure they’re healthy and well fed so they’re fit to work the next day, too. To an Egyptian, slaves are a valuable investment, and you don’t squander them. Here, there’s a different attitude: work a slave as hard as you can, invest as little as possible in his upkeep, and when you’ve used him up, dispose of him and get another, because slaves are cheap and Rome’s provinces provide an endless supply.’

As if to illustrate her point, we passed a huddled figure in the gutter alongside the road, a creature so shrivelled and filthy that I could tell neither its age nor its sex – an abandoned slave, kicked out by its master, no doubt. As we passed by, the creature croaked a few unintelligible words and extended a clawlike hand. Zuleika reached into her travelling bag and threw the unfortunate a crust of bread left over from her breakfast.

‘Too many slaves,’ she repeated. ‘And far too many gladiators! I can scarcely believe how many camps full of gladiators I had occasion to visit since I arrived here. So many captured warriors, from so many conquered lands, all flowing into Italy. What to do with them all? Put on gladiator games and make them fight each other to the death! Put on a show with six gladiators, and three will likely be dead by the end of the day. But ten more will arrive the next day, bought cheap at auction! Not all of them are good fighters, of course; the ones who turn out to be clumsy or cowardly or nearsighted can be sent off to a farm or a ship’s galley or the mines. The ones who remain have to be outfitted and trained, and fed reasonably well to keep them strong.

‘That’s how the best camps are run. But those lanistas charge a lot of money to hire out their gladiators. Not everyone can afford the best, but every Roman wants to host games at his father’s funeral, even if it’s only a single pair of fighters spilling each other’s blood in a sheep pen while the family sit on the fence and cheer. So there’s a market for gladiators who can be hired cheaply. You can imagine how those gladiators are kept – fed slop and housed in pens, like animals. But their lives are more miserable than any animal’s, because animals don’t fall asleep at night wondering if the next day they’ll die a horrible death for a stranger’s amusement. Such gladiators are poorly trained and armed with the cheapest weapons. Can you imagine a fight to the death where both men are armed with nothing better than wooden swords? There’s no way to make a clean, quick kill; the result is a cruel, bloody farce. I’ve seen such a death match with my own eyes. I didn’t know which man to pity more, the one who died, or the one who had to take the other’s life using such a crude weapon.’

She shook her head. ‘So many gladiators, scattered all over Italy, all trained to kill without mercy. So many weapons within easy reach. So much misery. I think, some day, there may be a reckoning.’

 

When we reached the outskirts of Ravenna, I asked a man on the road for directions to the gladiator camp of the lanista Ahala.

The man eyed the two of us curiously for a moment, then saw the iron citizen’s ring on my finger. ‘On the far side of town you’ll come to a big oak tree where the road forks. Take the left branch for another mile. But unless you’ve come to hire some of his gladiators, I’d stay clear of the place. Unfriendly. Guard dogs. High fences.’

‘To keep the gladiators in?’

‘To keep everybody else out! A while back, a neighbour’s slave wandered on to the property. One of those dogs tore his leg off. Fellow bled to death. Ahala refused to make restitution. He doesn’t like folks coming round.’

 

Leaving Zuleika at a hostel near the town forum, I made my way alone to the oak tree on the far side of town and took the branch to the left. After a mile or so, just as the man had said, a rutted dirt road branched off the stone-paved highway. I followed the road around a bend and came to a gateway that appeared to mark the boundary of Ahala’s property. The structure itself was probably enough to keep out most unwanted visitors. Nailed to the two upright posts were various bones bleached white by the sun, and adorning the beam above my head was a collection of human skulls.

I passed through the gate and rode on for another mile or so, through a landscape of thickets and wild brush. At last I arrived at a compound surrounded by a high palisade of sharpened stakes. From within I heard a man’s voice shouting commands, and the clatter of wood striking wood – gladiators drilling with practise swords, I presumed. I heard other, more incongruous noises – the bleating of sheep and goats, a smith’s hammer, and the sound of men laughing, not in a harsh or mean-spirited way, but quite boisterously. I approached a door in the palisade, but had no chance to knock; on the other side, so close and with such ferocity that I jerked back and my heart skipped a beat, dogs began to bark and jump against the gate, scraping their claws against the wood.

A shouting voice chastised the dogs, who stopped barking. A peephole opened in the gate, so high up that I assumed the man beyond was standing on a stool. Two bloodshot eyes peered down at me.

‘Who are you and what do you want?’

‘Is this the gladiator camp of Ahala?’

‘Who wants to know?’

‘Are you Ahala?’

‘Who’s asking?’

‘My name is Gordianus. I’ve come all the way from Rome.’

‘Have you, indeed?’

‘I saw some of your gladiators perform at Saturnia a while back.’

‘Did you, now?’

‘I was most impressed.’

‘Were you?’

‘More to the point,’ I said, improvising, ‘my good friend Marcus Tullius Cicero was impressed.’

‘Cicero, you say?’

‘You’ve heard of him, I presume? Cicero’s a man to be reckoned with, a rising politician and a very famous advocate who handles the legal affairs of some of the most powerful families in Rome.’

The man lifted an eyebrow. ‘Don’t think much of politicians and lawyers.’

‘No? Well, as a rule, Cicero doesn’t think much of funeral games. But he thought your men put on quite a show.’ So far, everything I had said was true; when lying, I have found it best to begin with the truth and embellish only as necessary. ‘In his line of work, Cicero is frequently called upon to advise the bereaved. On legal matters such as wills, you understand. But they often ask his advice about all sorts of other things – such as who to call upon to produce a truly memorable afternoon of funeral games.’

‘I see. So this Cicero thought my boys put on a memorable show?’

‘He did indeed. And as I happened to be coming to Ravenna on business of my own, and as you happen to have your camp here, I promised my good friend Cicero that I would call on you if I had a chance, to see what sort of operation you run – how many gladiators you’ve got, how long you’ve been in business, how much you charge, that sort of thing.’

The man nodded. The peephole banged shut. The barking resumed, but receded into the distance, as if someone were dragging the dogs elsewhere. A bolt was thrown back. The gate swung open.

‘Ahala – lanista – at your service.’ I had assumed the speaker was standing on something to reach the peephole, but I was wrong. Towering over me was a grizzled, hulking giant of a man. He looked like a gladiator himself, though few gladiators live long enough to attain such a magnificent mane of grey hair. Was Ahala the exception? It was not entirely unheard of for a fighter to survive long enough to buy his freedom and become a professional trainer; it was far less common for such a survivor to become the owner of a cadre of gladiators, as Ahala apparently was. Whatever his origins and history, he was obviously smarter than his lumbering physique and terse manner might suggest.

‘Come in,’ he said. ‘Have a look around.’

The compound within the palisade included several barnlike buildings set close together, separated by garden plots and pens for horses, goats and sheep.

‘You raise livestock,’ I said.

‘Gladiators eat a lot of meat.’

‘And you grow your own garlic, I see.’

‘Gives the fellows extra strength.’

‘So I’ve heard.’ Whole treatises had been written about the proper care and feeding of gladiators.

At a shouted command, the clatter of wooden weapons resumed. The noise seemed to come from beyond another palisade of sharpened stakes. ‘This is the outer compound,’ Ahala explained. ‘Gladiators are kept in the inner compound. Safer that way, especially for visitors like you. Wouldn’t want you to end up with your skull decorating that gate out by the highway.’

I smiled uncertainly, not entirely sure the man was joking. ‘Still, I’d like to have a look at the gladiators.’

‘In a bit. Show you the armoury first. Explain how I do business.’ He led me into a long, low shed festooned with chains, upon which were hung all manner of helmets, greaves, swords, shields and tridents. There were also a number of devices I didn’t recognize, including some tubes made of metal and wood that looked as if they might fit into a man’s mouth. Ahala saw me looking at them, but offered no explanation. Some of the weapons also looked a bit odd to me. I reached out to touch a hanging sword, but Ahala seized my wrist.

‘You’ll cut yourself,’ he grumbled, then ushered me to the far end of the shed, where a trio of smiths in leather aprons were hammering a red-hot piece of metal.

‘You make your own weapons?’ I asked.

‘Sometimes. A customized fit can make the difference between a good fighter and a great one. Mostly I keep these fellows busy with repairs and alterations. I like to keep the armoury in tip-top shape.’

He led me past the smiths, into another shed, where carpenters were whittling wood into pegs. ‘Amphitheatre seeds, I call those,’ said Ahala with a laugh. ‘Some of the people who hire me want a temporary arena built especially for the games. Maybe they need to seat a hundred people, maybe a thousand. My carpenters can throw up a decent amphitheatre practically overnight, provided there’s a good source of local timber. Client pays for the materials, of course. But I’ve found it saves time and shaves considerable expense if I’ve got nails and pegs ready to go. All part of a complete package.’

I nodded. ‘I’d never thought of that – the added expense of erecting a place to put on the games.’

Ahala shrugged. ‘Funeral games don’t come cheap.’

We passed through a small slaughterhouse where the carcass of a sheep had been hung for butchering. Certain parts of slaughtered animals that might normally have been discarded had been saved and hung to dry. I stepped towards the back corner of the room to have a closer look, but Ahala gripped my elbow.

‘You wanted to see the fighters. Step this way.’

He led me to a gate in the inner palisade, lifted the bar, and opened the narrow door. ‘That way, to your right, are the barracks, where they eat and sleep. The training area is this way. Visitor coming!’ he shouted. We walked through a covered passage and emerged on a sandy square open to the sky, where five pairs of men abruptly pulled apart and raised their wooden practice swords in a salute to their lanista.

‘Carry on!’ barked Ahala.

The men resumed their mock battles, banging swords against shields.

‘I thought . . .’

‘You thought we’d be above them, looking down, like in an amphitheatre?’ said Ahala.

‘Yes.’

He chuckled. ‘We don’t stage exhibition bouts here. Only way to see the training area is to walk right in. Stand closer if you want. Smell the sweat. Look them in the eye.’

I felt acutely vulnerable. I was used to seeing gladiators at a distance, in the arena. To stand among them, with nothing between them and me, was like entering a cage full of wild animals. Even the shortest man among them was a head taller than me. All ten wore helmets but were otherwise naked. Apparently they were training to receive blows to the head, because their rhythmic exercise consisted of exchanging repeated blows to each other’s helmets. The blows were relatively gentle, but the racket was unnerving.

From his physique, I thought I recognized a least one of the gladiators from the games at Saturnia, the bull-necked Thracian who had triumphed in the opening bout. About the others I was less sure.

‘I wonder, do you have any Nubians among your men?’

Ahala raised an eyebrow. ‘Why do you ask?’

‘There was a Nubian that day in Saturnia, a retiarius. Cicero took particular note of him – “just the sort of exotic touch to ensure a memorable day,” he said.’

Ahala nodded. ‘A retiarius? Ah, yes, I remember now. That fellow’s dead, of course. But it just so happens that I do have another Nubian in the troupe. Tall, strapping fellow like the one you saw.’

‘Also a retiarius?’

‘He can fight with net and trident, certainly. All my gladiators are trained to be versatile. They can fight in whatever style you wish.’

‘Yes, it’s all about giving the spectators what they want, isn’t it? Delivering a thrill and an eyeful.’ I watched the practising pairs of gladiators advance and retreat, advance and retreat with the rhythmic precision of acrobats. ‘Can I see this Nubian?’ I said.

‘See him train, you mean?’

‘Yes, why not?’

Ahala called to an assistant. ‘Bring the Nubian. This man wants to see him train with net and trident.’ He turned back to me. ‘While we wait, I’ll explain how I calculate my prices, depending on the size of funeral games you need . . .’

For the next few moments, I had to struggle to keep my face a blank; I’d never imagined that funeral games could be so costly. To be sure, a lanista faced considerable expenses, but I suspected that Ahala was making a considerable profit as well. Was that why Zanziba had come to him, because Ahala had the wherewithal to pay him handsomely?

‘Are they all slaves?’ I asked, interrupting Ahala as he was reciting a complicated formula for payment on installment plans.

‘What’s that?’

‘Your gladiators – are they all slaves? One hears occasionally of free men who hire themselves out as gladiators. They make good money, I’m told. Have their choice of women, too.’

‘Are you thinking of taking it up?’ He looked me up and down and laughed, rather unkindly, I thought.

‘No. I’m merely curious. That Nubian who fought in Saturnia, for example—’

‘Who cares about him?’ snapped Ahala. ‘Gone to Hades!’ He scowled, then brightened. ‘Ah, here’s his replacement.’

Seen at such close quarters, the retiarius who entered the training area was a magnificent specimen of a man, tall and broad and elegantly proportioned. He immediately engaged in a mock combat with the gladiator who had accompanied him, putting on a lively demonstration for my benefit. Was it the same Nubian I had seen in Saturnia? I thought so – or was I doing what I had accused Zuleika of doing, seeing what I wanted or expected to see?

‘Enough fighting!’ I said. ‘I want to see his face.’

‘His face?’ Ahala stared at me, perplexed.

‘I’ve seen a Nubian fight – I’ve seen one die, at Saturnia – but I’ve never seen one this close, face-to-face. Indulge my curiosity, lanista. Show me the fellow’s face.’

‘Very well.’ At Ahala’s signal, the gladiators drew apart. Ahala beckoned the Nubian to come to us. ‘Take off your helmet,’ he said.

The Nubian put aside his weapons, removed his helmet, and stood naked before me. I had never seen the face of the Nubian who fought in Saturnia. I had never seen Zanziba’s face. But those two brown eyes which stared back at me – had I seen them before? Were they Zuleika’s soulful eyes, set in a man’s face? Was this the face of her brother, Zanziba? The high cheekbones were much the same, as were the broad nose and forehead. But I could not be sure.

‘What is your name, gladiator?’

He hesitated, as slaves not used to being addressed by strangers often do. He glanced at Ahala, then looked straight ahead. ‘Chiron,’ he said.

‘Like the centaur? A good name for a gladiator, I suppose. Were you born with that name?’

Again he hesitated and glanced at Ahala. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Where do you come from?’

‘I . . . don’t know.’

‘How odd. And how long have you been at this camp, with Ahala as your lanista?’

‘I . . .’

‘Enough of this!’ snapped Ahala. ‘Can’t you see the fellow’s simpleminded? But he’s a damned good fighter, I guarantee. If you want the personal history of each and every gladiator, put some sesterces on my table first and hire them! Now the tour is over. I’ve other things to do. If your friend Cicero or some of his rich clients have need of funeral games, they’ll know where to find me. You men, get back to your training. Gordianus, allow me to show you the way out.’

As the gate to the compound slammed shut behind me, the dogs, silent throughout my visit, recommenced their barking.



 

‘It’s him!’ insisted Zuleika. ‘It must be. Describe him again, Gordianus.’

‘Zuleika, I’ve described the man to you a dozen times. Neither of us can say if it was Zanziba I saw, or not.’

‘It was him. I know it was. But if he died in Saturnia, how can he be alive now?’

‘That’s a very good question. But I have a suspicion . . .’

‘You know something you’re not telling me. You saw something, there in the compound!’

‘Perhaps. I’ll have to go back and have another look, to be sure.’

‘When?’

I sighed, looking around the little room we had been given to share at the hostel in Ravenna. It was a plain room, with two hard beds, a small lamp, and a single chamber pot, but to my weary eyes, as the long summer day faded to twilight, it looked very inviting. ‘Tonight, I suppose. Might as well get it over with.’

‘What if the lanista won’t let you in?’

‘I don’t intend to ask him.’

‘You’re going to sneak in? But how?’

‘I do have some experience at this sort of thing, Zuleika. I noticed a particular spot in the palisade where the posts are a bit shorter than elsewhere. If I climb over at that point, and manage not to impale myself, I think I can drop right on to the roof of the slaughterhouse. From there I can easily climb down—’

‘But the dogs! You heard dogs barking. The man on the road said a dog tore a slave’s leg off.’

I cleared my throat. ‘Yes, well, the dogs do pose a challenge. But I think I know, from the sound of their barking, where their kennel is located. That’s why I bought those pieces of meat at the butcher shop this afternoon; and why I travel with that small pouch full of various powders and potions. In my line of work, you never know when you might have need of a powerful soporific. A few pieces of steak, generously dusted with pulverized harpy root and tossed over the palisade . . .’

‘But even if you put the dogs to sleep, there are all those gladiators, men who’ve been trained to kill—’

‘I shall carry a dagger for self-defence.’

‘A dagger! From the way you describe Ahala, the lanista himself could kill you with his bare hands.’ She shook her head. ‘You’ll be taking a terrible risk, Gordianus.’

‘That’s what you’re paying me for, Zuleika.’

‘I should go with you.’

‘Absolutely not!’

 

Some distance from the compound, I tethered my horse to a stunted tree and proceeded on foot. Hours past midnight, the half-moon was low in the sky. It shed just enough light for me to cautiously pick my way, while casting ample shadows to offer concealment.

The compound was quiet and dark; gladiators need their sleep. As I drew near the palisade, one of the dogs began to bark. I tossed bits of steak over the wall. The barking immediately ceased, followed by slavering sounds, followed by silence.

The climb over the palisade was easier than I expected. A running start, a quick scamper up the rough bark of the poles, a leap of faith over the sharp spikes, and I landed solidly atop the roof of the slaughterhouse, making only a faint, plunking noise. I paused for breath, listening intently. From outside the compound I heard a quiet, scurrying noise – some nocturnal animal, I presumed – but within the compound there was only a deep silence.

I climbed off the roof and proceeded quickly to the gate that opened into the inner compound, where the gladiators were quartered. As I suspected, it was unbarred. At night, the men inside were free to come and go at will.

I returned to the slaughterhouse and stepped inside. As I had thought, the organs I had seen hanging to dry in the back corner were bladders harvested from slaughtered beasts. I took one down and examined it in the moonlight. Ahala was a frugal man; this bladder already had been used at least once, and was ready to be used again. The opening had been stitched shut but then carefully unstitched; a gash in the side had been repaired with some particularly fine stitch work. The inside of the bladder had been thoroughly cleaned, but by the moonlight I thought I could nonetheless discern bits of dried blood within.

I left the slaughterhouse and made my way to the armoury shed, by night a hanging forest of weird shapes. Navigating through the darkness amid dangling helmets and swords, I located one of the peculiar wood-and-metal tubes I had noticed earlier. I hefted the object in my hand, then put it in my mouth. I blew through it, cautiously, quietly – and even so, gave myself a fright, so uncanny was the gurgling death-rattle that emerged from the tube.

It frightened the other person in the shed, as well; for I was not alone. A silhouette behind me gave a start, whirled about, and collided with a hanging helmet. The helmet knocked against a shield with a loud, clanging noise. The silhouette staggered back and collided with more pieces of hanging armour, knocking some from their hooks and sending them clattering across the floor.

The cacophony roused at least one of the drugged canines. From the kennel, I heard a bloodcurdling howl. A moment later, a man began to shout an alarm.

‘Gordianus! Where are you?’ The stumbling, confused silhouette had a voice.

‘Zuleika! I told you not to follow me!’

‘All these hanging swords, like an infernal maze – Hades! I’ve cut myself . . .’

Perhaps it was her blood that attracted the beast. I saw its silhouette enter from the direction of the kennels and careen towards us, like a missile shot from a sling. The snarling creature took a flying leap and knocked Zuleika to the ground. She screamed.

Suddenly there were others in the armoury – not dogs, but men. ‘Was that a woman?’ one of them muttered.

The dog snarled. Zuleika screamed again.

‘Zuleika!’ I cried.

‘Did he say . . . Zuleika?’ One of the men – tall, broad, majestic in silhouette – broke away from the others and ran towards her. Seizing a hanging trident, he drove it into the snarling dog – then gave a cry of exasperation and cast the trident aside. ‘Numa’s balls, I grabbed one of the fakes! Somebody hand me a real weapon!’

I was closest. I reached into my tunic, pulled out my dagger, and thrust it into his hand. He swooped down. The dog gave a single plaintive yelp, then went limp. The man scooped up the lifeless dog and thrust it aside.

‘Zuleika!’ he cried.

‘Zanziba?’ she answered, her voice weak.

In blood, fear and darkness, the siblings were reunited.

 

The danger was not over, but just beginning; for having discovered the secret of Ahala’s gladiator camp, how could I be allowed to live? Their success – indeed, their survival – depended on absolute secrecy.

If Zuleika had not followed me, I would have climbed over the palisade and ridden back to Ravenna, satisfied that I knew the truth and reasonably certain that the Nubian I had seen earlier that day was indeed Zanziba, still very much alive. For my suspicion had been confirmed: Ahala and his gladiators had learned to cheat death. The bouts they staged at funeral games looked real, but in fact were shams, not spontaneous but very carefully choreographed. When they appeared to bleed, the blood was animal blood that spurted from animal bladders concealed under their scanty armour or loincloths, or from the hollow, bloodfilled tips of weapons with retractable points, cleverly devised by Ahala’s smiths; when they appeared to expire, the death rattles that issued from their throats actually came from sound-makers like the one I had blown through. No doubt there were many other tricks of their trade which I had not discovered with my cursory inspection, or even conceived of; they were seasoned professionals, after all, an experienced troupe of acrobats, actors and mimes making a very handsome living by pretending to be a troupe of gladiators.

Any doubt was dispelled when I was dragged from the armoury into the open and surrounded by a ring of naked, rudely awakened men. The torches in their hands turned night to day and lit up the face of Zuleika, who lay bleeding but alive on the sand, attended by an unflappable, greybearded physician; it made sense that Ahala’s troupe would have a skilled doctor among them, to attend to accidents and injuries.

Among the assembled gladiators, I was quite sure I saw the tall, lumbering Samnite who had ‘died’ in Saturnia, along with the shorter, stockier Thracian who had ‘killed’ him – and who had put on such a convincing show of tottering off-balance and almost impaling himself on the Samnite’s upright sword. I also saw the two dimacheri who had put on such a show with their flashing daggers that the spectators had spared them both. There was the redheaded Gaul who had delivered the ‘death blow’ to Zanziba – and there was Zanziba himself, hovering fretfully over his sister and the physician attending to her.

‘I can’t understand it,’ the physician finally announced. ‘The dog should have torn her limb from limb, but he seems hardly to have broken the skin. The beast must have been dazed – or drugged.’ He shot a suspicious glance at me. ‘At any rate, she’s lost very little blood. The wounds are shallow, and I’ve cleaned them thoroughly. Unless an infection sets in, that should be the end of it. Your sister is a lucky woman.’

The physician stepped back and Zanziba knelt over her. ‘Zuleika! How did you find me?’

‘The gods led me to you,’ she whispered.

I cleared my throat.

‘With some help from the Finder,’ she added. ‘It was you I saw at the funeral games in Saturnia that day?’

‘Yes.’

‘And then again in Rome?’

He nodded. ‘I was there very briefly, some days ago, then came straight back to Ravenna.’

‘But Zanziba, why didn’t you send for me?’

He sighed. ‘When I sent you the money, I was in great despair. I expected every day to be my last. I moved from place to place, plying my trade as a gladiator, expecting death but handing it out to others instead. Then I fell in with these fellows, and everything changed.’ He smiled and gestured to the men around him. ‘A company of free men, all experienced gladiators, who’ve realized that it simply isn’t necessary to kill or be killed to put on a good show for the spectators. Ahala is our leader, but he’s only first among equals. We all pull together. After I joined these fellows, I did send for you – I sent a letter to your old master in Alexandria, but he had no idea where you’d gone. I had no way to find you. I thought we’d lost each other forever.’

Regaining her strength, Zuleika rose on to her elbows. ‘Your fighting is all illusion, then?’

Her brother grinned. ‘The Romans have a saying: “A gladiator dies only once.” But I’ve died in the arena many, many times! And been paid quite handsomely for it.’

I shook my head. ‘The game you’re playing is incredibly dangerous.’

‘Not as dangerous as being a real gladiator,’ said Zanziba.

‘You’ve pulled it off so far,’ I said. ‘But the more famous this troupe becomes, the more widely you travel and the more people see you – some of them on more than one occasion – the harder it will become to maintain the deception. The risk of discovery will grow greater each time you perform. If you’re found out, you’ll be charged with sacrilege, at the very least. Romans save their cruellest punishments for that sort of crime.’

‘You’re talking to men who’ve stared death in the face many times,’ growled Ahala. ‘We have nothing to lose. But you, Gordianus, on the other hand . . .’

‘He’ll have to die,’ said one of the men. ‘Like the others who’ve discovered our secret.’

‘The skulls decorating the gateway?’ I said.

Ahala nodded grimly.

‘But we can’t kill him!’ protested Zanziba.

‘He lied about his purpose in coming here,’ said Ahala.

‘But his purpose was to bring Zuleika to me . . .’

So began the debate over what to do with me, which lasted through the night. In the end, as was their custom, they decided by voting. I was locked away while the deliberations took place. What was said, I never knew; but at daybreak I was released, and after making me pledge never to betray them, Ahala showed me to the gate.

‘Zuleika is staying?’ I said.

He nodded.

‘How did the voting go?’

‘The motion to release you was decided by a bare majority of one.’

‘That close? How did you vote, Ahala?’

‘Do you really want to know?’

The look on his face told me I didn’t.

I untethered my horse and rode quickly away, never looking back.



 

On my first day back in Rome, I saw Cicero in the Forum. I tried to avoid him, but he made a beeline for me, smiling broadly.

‘Well met, Gordianus! Except for this beastly weather. Not yet noon, and already a scorcher. Reminds me of the last time I saw you, at those funeral games in Saturnia. Do you remember?’

‘Of course,’ I said.

‘What fine games those were!’

‘Yes,’ I agreed, a bit reluctantly.

‘But do you know, since then I’ve seen some even more spectacular funeral games. It was down in Capua. Amazing fighters! The star of the show was a fellow with some barbaric Thracian name. What was it, now? Ah, yes: Spartacus, they called him. Like the city of warriors, Sparta. A good name for a gladiator, eh?’

I nodded and quickly changed the subject. But for some reason, the name Cicero had spoken stuck in my mind. As Zuleika had said, how strange are the coincidences dropped in our paths by the gods; for in a matter of days, that name would be on the lips of everyone in Rome and all over Italy.

For that was the month that the great slave revolt began, led by Spartacus and his rebel gladiators. It would last for many months, spreading conflagration and chaos all over Italy. It would take me to the Bay of Neapolis for my first fateful meeting with Rome’s richest man, Marcus Licinius Crassus, and a household of ninety-nine slaves all marked for death; but that is another story.

What became of Zanziba and Zuleika? In the ensuing months of warfare and panic, I lost track of them, but thought of them often. I especially remembered Zuleika’s comments on Roman slavery. Were her sympathies inflamed by the revolt? Did she manage to persuade her brother and his comrades, if indeed they needed persuading, to join the revolt and take up arms against Rome? If they did, then almost certainly things went badly for them; for eventually Spartacus and his followers were trapped and defeated, hunted and slaughtered like animals, and crucified by the thousands.

After the revolt was over and the countryside gradually returned to normal, I eventually had occasion to travel to Ravenna again. I rode out to the site of Ahala’s compound. The gate of bones was still there, but worn and weathered and tilted to one side, on the verge of collapsing. The palisade was intact, but the gate stood open. No weapons hung in the armoury. The animal pens were empty. Spider webs filled the slaughterhouse. The gladiator quarters were abandoned.

 

And then, many months later, from across the sea I received a letter on papyrus, written by a hired Egyptian scribe:

 
To Gordianus, Finder and Friend,
By the will of the gods, we find ourselves back in Alexandria. What a civilized place this seems, after Rome! The tale of our adventures in Italy would fill a book; suffice to say that we escaped by the skin of our teeth. Many of our comrades, including Ahala, were not so lucky.
We have saved enough money to buy passage back to our native land. In the country of our ancestors, we hope to find family and make new friends. What appalling tales we shall have to tell of the strange lands we visited; and of those lands, surely none was stranger or more barbaric than Rome! But to you it is home, Gordianus, and we wish you all happiness there. Farewell from your friends, Zuleika and her brother Zanziba.
 

For many years, I have saved that scrap of papyrus. I shall never throw it away.




POPPY AND THE POISONED CAKE

 



 

‘Young Cicero tells me that you can be discreet. Is that true, Gordianus? Can you keep a confidence?’

Considering that the question was being put to me by the magistrate in charge of maintaining Roman morals, I weighed my answer carefully. ‘If Rome’s finest orator says a thing, who am I to contradict him?’

The censor snorted. ‘Your friend Cicero said you were clever, too. Answer a question with a question, will you? I suppose you picked that up from listening to him defend thieves and murderers in the law courts.’

Cicero was my occasional employer, but I had never counted him as a friend, exactly. Would it be indiscreet to say as much to the censor? I kept my mouth shut and nodded vaguely.

Lucius Gellius Poplicola – Poppy to his friends, as I would later find out – looked to be a robust seventy or so. In a time wracked by civil war, political assassinations, and slave rebellions, to reach such a rare and venerable age was proof of Fortune’s favour. But Fortune must have stopped smiling on Poplicola – else why summon Gordianus the Finder?

The room in which we sat, in Poplicola’s house on the Palatine Hill, was sparsely appointed, but the few furnishings were of the highest quality. The rug was Greek, with a simple geometric design in blue and yellow. The antique chairs and the matching tripod table were of ebony, with silver hinges. The heavy drapery drawn over the doorway for privacy was of plush green fabric shot through with golden threads. The walls were stained a sombre red. The iron lamp in the middle of the room stood on three griffin feet and breathed steady flames from three gaping griffin mouths. By its light, while waiting for Poplicola, I had perused the little yellow tags that dangled from the scrolls which filled the pigeonhole bookcase in the corner. The censor’s library consisted entirely of serious works by philosophers and historians, without a lurid poet or frivolous playwright among them. Everything about the room bespoke a man of impeccable taste and high standards – just the sort of fellow whom public opinion would deem worthy of wearing the purple toga, a man qualified to keep the sacred rolls of citizenship and pass judgement on the moral conduct of senators.

‘It was Cicero who recommended me, then?’ In the ten years since I had met him, Cicero had sent quite a bit of business my way.

Poplicola nodded. ‘I told him I needed an agent to investigate . . . a private matter. A man from outside my own household, and yet someone I could rely upon to be thorough, truthful and absolutely discreet. He seemed to think that you would do.’

‘I’m honoured that Cicero would recommend me to a man of your exalted position and—’

‘Discretion!’ he insisted, cutting me off. ‘That matters most of all. Everything you discover while in my employ – everything – must be held in the strictest confidence. You will reveal your discoveries to me and to no one else.’

From beneath his wrinkled brow he peered at me with an intensity that was unsettling. I nodded and said slowly, ‘So long as such discretion does not conflict with more sacred obligations to the gods, then yes, Censor, I promise you my absolute discretion.’

‘Upon your honour as a Roman? Upon the shades of your ancestors?’

I sighed. Why must these nobles always take themselves and their problems so seriously? Why must every transaction require the invocation of dead relatives? Poplicola’s earth-shattering dilemma was probably nothing more than an errant wife or a bit of blackmail over a pretty slaveboy. I chafed at his demand for an oath and considered refusing, but the fact was that my daughter, Diana, had just been born, the household coffers were perilously depleted, and I needed work. I gave him my word, upon my honour and my ancestors.

He produced something from the folds of his purple toga and placed it on the little table between us. I saw it was a small silver bowl, and in the bowl there appeared to be a delicacy of some sort. I caught a whiff of almonds.

‘What do you make of that?’ he said.

‘It appears to be a sweet cake,’ I ventured. I picked up the little bowl and sniffed. Almonds, yes; and something else . . .

‘By Hercules, don’t eat any of it!’ He snatched the bowl from me. ‘I have reason to believe it’s been poisoned.’ Poplicola shuddered. He suddenly looked much older.

‘Poisoned?’

‘The slave who brought me the cake this afternoon, here in my study – one of my oldest slaves, more than a servant, a companion really – well, the fellow always had a sweet tooth . . . like his master, that way. If he shaved off a bit of my delicacies every now and then, thinking I wouldn’t notice, where was the harm in that? It was a bit of a game between us. I used to tease him; I’d say, “the only thing that keeps me from growing fat is the fact that you serve my food!” Poor Chrestus . . .’ His face became ashen.

‘I see. This Chrestus brought you the cake. And then?’

‘I dismissed Chrestus and set the bowl aside while I finished reading a document. I came to the end, rolled up the scroll, and filed it away. I was just about to take a bite of the cake when another slave, my doorkeeper, ran into the room, terribly alarmed. He said that Chrestus was having a seizure. I went to him as quickly as I could. He was lying on the floor, convulsing. “The cake!” he said. “The cake!” And then he was dead. As quickly as that! The look on his face – horrible!’ Poplicola gazed at the little cake and curled his lip, as if an adder were coiled in the silver bowl. ‘My favourite,’ he said in a hollow voice. ‘Cinnamon and almonds, sweetened with honey and wine, with just a hint of aniseed. An old man’s pleasure, one of the few I have left. Now I shall never be able to eat it again!’

And neither shall Chrestus, I thought. ‘Where did the cake come from?’

‘There’s a little alley just north of the Forum, with bakery shops on either side.’

‘I know the street.’

‘The place on the corner makes these cakes every other day. I have a standing order – a little treat I give myself. Chrestus goes down to fetch one for me, and I have it in the early afternoon.’

‘And was it Chrestus who fetched the cake for you today?’

For a long moment, he stared silently at the cake. ‘No.’

‘Who, then?’

He hunched his thin shoulders up and pursed his lips. ‘My son, Lucius. He came by this afternoon. So the doorkeeper tells me; I didn’t see him myself. Lucius told the doorkeeper not to disturb me, that he couldn’t stay; he’d only stopped by to drop off a sweet cake for me. Lucius knows of my habit of indulging in this particular sweet, you see, and some business in the Forum took him by the street of the bakers, and as my house was on his way to another errand, he brought me a cake. The doorkeeper fetched Chrestus, Lucius gave Chrestus the sweet cake wrapped up in a bit of parchment, and then Lucius left. A little later, Chrestus brought the cake to me . . .’

Now I understood why Poplicola had demanded an oath upon my ancestors. The matter was delicate indeed. ‘Do you suspect your son of tampering with the cake?’

Poplicola shook his head. ‘I don’t know what to think.’

‘Is there any reason to suspect that he might wish to do you harm?’

‘Of course not!’ The denial was a little too vehement, a little too quick.

‘What is it you want from me, Censor?’

‘To find the truth of the matter! They call you Finder, don’t they? Find out if the cake is poisoned. Find out who poisoned it. Find out how it came about that my son . . .’

‘I understand, Censor. Tell me, who in your household knows of what happened today?’

‘Only the doorkeeper.’

‘No one else?’

‘No one. The rest of the household has been told that Chrestus collapsed from a heart attack. I’ve told no one else of Lucius’ visit, or about the cake.’

I nodded. ‘To begin, I shall need to see the dead man, and to question your doorkeeper.’

‘Of course. And the cake? Shall I feed a bit to some stray dog, to make sure . . .’

‘I don’t think that will be necessary, Censor.’ I picked up the little bowl and sniffed at the cake again. Most definitely, blended with the wholesome scent of baked almonds, was the sharper odour of the substance called bitter-almond, one of the strongest of all poisons. Only a few drops would suffice to kill a man in minutes. How fiendishly clever, to sprinkle it on to a sweet almond-flavoured confection, from which a hungry man with a sweet tooth might take a bite without noticing the bitter taste until too late.

Poplicola took me to see the body. Chrestus looked to have been fit for his age. His hands were soft; his master had not overworked him. His waxy flesh had a pinkish flush, further evidence that the poison had been bitter-almond.

Poplicola summoned the doorkeeper, whom I questioned in his master’s presence. He proved to be a tightlipped fellow (as doorkeepers should be), and added nothing to what Poplicola had already told me.

Visibly shaken, Poplicola withdrew, with instructions to the doorkeeper to see me out. I was in the foyer, about to leave, when a woman crossed the atrium. She wore an elegant blue stole, and her hair was fashionably arranged with combs and pins atop her head into a towering configuration that defied logic. Her hair was jet black, except for a narrow streak of white above her left temple that spiralled upward like a ribbon into the convoluted vortex. She glanced at me as she passed, but registered no reaction. No doubt the censor received many visitors.

‘Is that the censor’s daughter?’ I asked the doorkeeper.

‘No.’

I raised an eyebrow, but the tightlipped slave did not elaborate. ‘His wife, then?’

‘Yes. My mistress Palla.’

‘A striking woman.’ In the wake of her passing, a kind of aura seemed to linger in the empty atrium. Hers was a haughty beauty that gave little indication of her age. I suspected she must be older than she looked, but she could hardly have been past forty.

‘Is Palla the mother of the censor’s son, Lucius?’

‘No.’

‘His stepmother, then?’

‘Yes.’

‘I see.’ I nodded and took my leave.

 

I wanted to know more about Poplicola and his household, so that night I paid a visit to my patrician friend Lucius Claudius, who knows everything worth knowing about anyone who counts in the higher circles of Roman society. I intended to be discreet, honouring my oath to the censor, and so, after dinner, relaxing on our couches and sharing more wine, in a roundabout way I got on to the topic of elections and voting, and thence to the subject of census rolls. ‘I understand the recent census shows something like eight hundred thousand Roman citizens,’ I noted.

‘Indeed!’ Lucius Claudius popped his pudgy fingers into his mouth one by one, savouring the grease from the roasted quail. With his other hand, he brushed a ringlet of frizzled red hair from his forehead. ‘If this keeps up, one of these days citizens shall outnumber slaves! The censors really should do something about restricting citizenship.’

My friend’s politics tend to be conservative; the Claudii are patricians, after all. I nodded thoughtfully. ‘Who are the censors nowadays, anyway?’

‘Lentulus Clodianus . . .’ he said, popping a final finger into his mouth, ‘. . . and old Lucius Gellius Poplicola.’

‘Poplicola,’ I murmured innocently. ‘Now why does that name sound familiar?’

‘Really, Gordianus, where is your head? Poplicola was consul two years ago. Surely you recall that bit of unpleasantness with Spartacus? It was Poplicola’s job as consul to take the field against the rebel slaves, who gave him a sound whipping – not once, but twice! The disgrace of it, farm slaves led by a rogue gladiator, thrashing trained legionnaires led by a Roman consul! People said it was because Poppy was just too old to lead an army. He’s lucky it wasn’t the end of his career! But here it is two years later, and Poppy’s a censor. It’s a big job. But safe – no military commands! Just right for a fellow like Poppy – been around forever, honest as a stick.’

‘Just what do the censors do?’

‘Census and censure, their two main duties. Keep the roll of voters, assign the voters to tribes, make sure the patrician tribes carry the most weight in the elections – that’s the way of it. Well, we can hardly allow those 799,000 common citizens out there to have as much say in electing magistrates as the thousand of us whose families have been running this place since the days of Romulus and Remus; wouldn’t make sense. That’s the census part.’

I nodded. ‘And censure?’

‘The censors don’t just say who’s a citizen and who’s not; they also say what a citizen should be. The privilege of citizenship implies certain moral standards, even in these dissolute days. If the censors put a black mark for immoral conduct by a man’s name in the rolls, it’s serious business. They can expel a fellow from the Senate. In fact . . .’ He leaned forwards and lowered his voice to emphasize the gravity of what he was about to say. ‘In fact, word has it that the censors are about to publish a list of over sixty men they’re throwing out of the Senate for breach of moral character – taking bribes, falsifying documents, embezzling. Sixty! A veritable purge! You can imagine the mood in the Senate House. Everyone suspicious of everyone else, all of us wondering who’s on the list.’

‘So Poplicola is not exactly the most popular man in the Forum these days?’

‘To put it mildly. Don’t misunderstand, there’s plenty of support for the purge. I support it myself, wholeheartedly. The Senate needs a thorough house-cleaning! But Poppy’s about to make some serious enemies. Which is ironic, because he’s always been such a peacemaker.’ Lucius laughed. ‘Back when he was governor of Greece in his younger days, they say Poppy called together all the bickering philosophers in Athens and practically pleaded with them to come to some sort of consensus about the nature of the universe. “If we cannot have harmony in the heavens, how can we hope for anything but discord here on earth?” ’ His mimicry of the censor’s reedy voice was uncanny.

‘Census and censure,’ I murmured, sipping my wine. ‘I don’t suppose ordinary citizens have all that much to fear from the censors.’

‘Oh, a black mark from the censor is trouble for any man. Ties up voting rights, cancels state contracts, revokes licences to keep a shop in the city. That could ruin a man, drive him into poverty. And if a censor really wants to make trouble for a fellow, he can call him before a special Senate committee to investigate charges of immorality. Once that sort of investigation starts, it never ends – just the idea is enough to give even an honest man a heart attack! Oh, yes, the censorship is a powerful office. That’s why it has to be filled with men of absolutely irreproachable character, completely untainted by scandal – like Poppy.’ Lucius Claudius suddenly frowned and wrinkled his fleshy brow. ‘Of course, there’s that terrible rumour I heard only this afternoon – so outrageous I dismissed it out of hand. Put it out of my mind so completely that I actually forgot about it until just now . . .’

‘Rumour?’

‘Probably nothing – a vicious bit of slander put about by one of Poppy’s enemies . . .’

‘Slander?’

‘Oh, some nonsense about Poppy’s son, Lucius, trying to poison the old man – using a sweet cake, if you can believe it!’ I raised my eyebrows and tried to look surprised. ‘But these kinds of stories always get started, don’t they, when a fellow as old as Poppy marries a woman young enough to be his daughter, and beautiful as well. Palla is her name. She and her stepson, Lucius, get along well – what of it? People see them out together now and again without Poppy, at a chariot race or a play, laughing and having a good time, and the next thing you know, these nasty rumours get started. Lucius, trying to poison his father so he can marry his stepmother – now that would be a scandal! And I’m sure there are those who’d like to think it’s true, who’d love nothing better than to see Poppy pulled down into the muck right along with them.’

The attempted poisoning had taken place that afternoon – and yet Lucius Claudius had already heard about it. How could the rumour have spread so swiftly? Who could have started it? Not Poplicola’s son, surely, if he were the poisoner. But what if Poplicola’s son were innocent of any wrongdoing? What if he had been somehow duped into passing the deadly cake by his father’s enemies, who had then gone spreading the tale prematurely . . .

Or might the speed of the rumour have a simpler explanation? It could be that Poplicola’s doorkeeper was not nearly as tightlipped as his terse answers had led me to think. If the doorkeeper told another slave in the household about the poison cake, who then told a slave in a neighbour’s house, who then told his master . . .

I tried to keep my face a blank, but Lucius Claudius saw the wheels spinning in my head. He narrowed his eyes. ‘Gordianus – what are you up to? How did we get on to the subject of Poplicola, anyway? Do you know something about this rumour?’

I was trying to think of some way to honour my oath to the censor without lying to my friend, when I was saved by the arrival of Lucius Claudius’ beloved Momo. The tiny Melitaean terrier scampered into the room, as white as a snowball and almost as round; lately she had grown as plump as her master. She scampered and yapped at Lucius’ feet, too earthbound to leap on to the couch. Lucius summoned a slave, who lifted the dog up and placed it on his lap. ‘My darling, my sweet, my adorable little Momo!’ he cooed, and seemed to forget all about Poplicola, to my relief.

 

Bitter-almond is a difficult poison to obtain. I am told that it is extracted from the pits of common fruits, but the stuff is so lethal – a man can die simply from having it touch his skin, or inhaling its fumes – that most of the shady dealers in such goods refuse to handle it. The rare customer looking for bitter-almond is usually steered into purchasing something else for his purpose, ‘just as good,’ the dealer will say, though few poisons are as quick and certain as bitter-almond.

My peculiar line of work has acquainted me with all sorts of people, from the highest of the high, like Poplicola, to the lowest of the low – like a certain unsavoury dealer in poisons and potions named Quintus Fugax. Fugax claimed to be immune to every poison known to man, and even boasted that on occasion he tested new ones on himself, just to see if they would make him sick. To be sure, no poison had yet killed him, but his fingers were stained permanently black, there was a constant twitch at the corner of his mouth, his skin was disfigured with strange splotches, his head was covered with scabs and bald spots, and one of his eyes was clouded with a rheumy yellow film. If anyone in Rome was unafraid to deal in bitter-almond, it was Quintus Fugax.

I found him the next day at his usual haunt, a squalid little tavern on the riverfront. I told him I wanted to ask some general questions about certain poisons and how they acted, for my own edification. So long as I kept his wine cup full, he agreed to talk with me.

Several cups later, when I judged that his tongue was sufficiently loosened by the wine, I asked him if he knew anything about bitter-almond. He laughed. ‘It’s the best! I always tell people so, and not just because I’m about the only dealer who handles it. But hardly anybody wants it. Bitter-almond carries a curse, some say. People are afraid it’ll turn on them, and they’ll end up the dead one. Could happen; stuff can practically kill you just by you looking at it.’

‘Not much call for bitter-almond, then?’

‘Not much.’ He smiled. ‘But I did sell a bit of it, just yesterday.’

I swirled my wine and pretended to study the dregs. ‘Really? Some fishmonger wanting to do in his wife, I suppose.’

He grinned, showing more gaps than teeth. ‘You know I never talk about my customers.’

I frowned. ‘Still, it can’t have been anyone very important. I’d have heard if some senator or wealthy merchant died from sudden convulsions after eating a hearty meal.’

Fugax barked out a laugh. ‘Ha! Try a piece of cake!’

I caught my breath and kept my eyes on the swirling dregs. ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Customer wanted to know if you could use bitter-almond in an almond sweet cake. I said, “just the thing!” ’

‘What was he, a cook? Or a cook’s slave, I suppose. Your customers usually send a go-between, don’t they? They never deal with you face-to-face.’

‘This one did.’

‘Really?’

‘Said she couldn’t trust any of her slaves to make such a sensitive purchase.’

‘She?’

He raised his eyebrows and covered his mouth, like a little boy caught tattling, then threw back his head and cackled. ‘Gave that much away, didn’t I? But I can’t say who she was, because I don’t know. Not poor, though. Came and went in a covered litter, all blue like her stola. Made her bearers stop a couple of streets away so they couldn’t see where she went and I wouldn’t see where she came from, but I sneaked after her when she left. Watched her climb into that fancy litter – hair so tall she had to stoop to get in!’

I summoned up a laugh and nodded. ‘These crazy new hairstyles!’

His ravaged face suddenly took on a wistful look. ‘Hers was pretty, though. All shiny and black – with a white streak running through it, like a stripe on a cat! Pretty woman. But pity the poor man who’s crossed her!’

I nodded. ‘Pity him indeed . . .’

 

The enviable corner spot on the street of the bakers was occupied by a family named Baebius; so declared a handsomely painted sign above the serving counter that fronted the street. A short young blonde, a bit on the far side of pleasingly plump but with a sunshiny smile, stepped up to serve me. ‘What’ll you have today, citizen? Sweet or savoury?’

‘Sweet, I think. A friend tells me you make the most delicious little almond cakes.’

‘Oh, you’re thinking of Papa’s special. We’re famous for it. Been selling it from this shop for three generations. But I’m afraid we don’t have any today. We only make those every other day. However, I can sell you a wonderful cheese-and-honey torte – very rich.’

I pretended to hum and haw and finally nodded. ‘Yes, give me one of those. No, make it three – hungry mouths at home! But it’s too bad you don’t have the almond cakes. My friend raves about them. He was by here just yesterday, I think. A fellow named Lucius Gellius.’

‘Oh, yes, we know him. But it’s not him who craves the almond cakes, it’s his father, the censor. Old Poplicola buys one from every batch Papa bakes!’

‘But his son Lucius was here yesterday?’

She nodded. ‘So he was. I sold him the sweet cake myself and wrapped it up in parchment for him to take to his father. For himself and the lady he bought a couple of little savoury custards. Would you care to try—’

‘The lady?’

‘The lady who was waiting for him in the blue litter.’

‘Is she a regular customer, too?’

The girl shrugged. ‘I didn’t actually see her; only got a glimpse as Lucius was handing her the custard, and then they were off towards the Forum. There, taste that and tell me it’s not fit for the gods.’

I bit into the cheese-and-honey torte and feigned an enthusiastic nod. At that moment, it could have been ambrosia and I would have taken no pleasure in it.

 

I made my report to Poplicola that afternoon. He was surprised that I could have concluded my investigation so swiftly, and insisted on knowing each step in my progress and every person I had talked to. He stood, turned his back to me, and stared at the sombre red wall as I explained how I came to suspect the use of bitter-almond; how I questioned one of the few men who dealt in that particular poison, plied him with wine, and obtained a description that was almost certainly of Palla; how the girl at the bakery shop not only confirmed that Lucius had purchased the cake the previous day, but saw him leave in a blue litter with a female companion.

‘None of this amounts to absolute proof, I admit. But it seems reasonably evident that Palla purchased the bitter-almond in the morning, that Lucius was either with her at that time, and stayed in the litter, or else joined her later, and then the two of them went to the bakery shop, where Lucius purchased the cake. Then one or both of them together sprinkled the poison on to the cake – ’

Poplicola hunched his gaunt shoulders and produced a stifled cry, a sound of such despair that I was stunned into silence. When he turned to face me, he appeared to have aged ten years in an instant.

‘All this is circumstantial evidence,’ he said, ‘not legal proof.’

I spoke slowly and carefully. ‘Legal proof is narrowly defined. To satisfy a court of law, all the slaves involved would be called upon to testify – the litter-bearers, your doorkeeper, perhaps the personal attendants of Palla and Lucius. Slaves see everything, and they usually know more than their masters think. They would be tortured, of course; the testimony of slaves is inadmissible unless obtained by torture. Acquiring that degree of proof is beyond my means, Censor.’

He shook his head. ‘Never mind. We both know the truth. I knew it all along, of course. Lucius and Palla, behind my back – but I never thought it would come to this!’

‘What will you do, Censor?’ It was within Poplicola’s legal rights, as paterfamilias, to put his son to death without a trial or any other formality. He could strangle Lucius with his own hands or have a slave do it for him, and no one would question his right to do so, especially under the circumstances. He could do the same thing to his wife.

Poplicola made no answer. He had turned to face the wall again, and stood so stiff and motionless that I feared for him. ‘Censor . . . ?’

‘What will I do?’ he snapped. ‘Don’t be impertinent, Finder! I hired you to find out a thing. You did so, and that’s the end of your concern. You’ll leave here with some gold in your purse, never fear.’

‘Censor, I meant no—’

‘You vowed an oath, on your ancestors, to speak of this affair to no one but me. I shall hold you to it. If you’re any sort of Roman—’

‘There’s no need to remind me, Censor,’ I said sharply. ‘I don’t make oaths lightly.’

He reached into a pouch within his purple toga, counted out some coins, laid them on the little table before me, and left the room without saying another word.

I was left to show myself out. On my way to the foyer, addled by anger, I took a wrong turn and didn’t realize it until I found myself in a large garden surrounded by a peristyle. I cursed and turned to retrace my steps, then glimpsed the couple who stood beneath the colonnade at the far corner of the garden, their heads together as if engaged in some grave conversation. The woman was Palla. Her arms were crossed and her head was held high. The man, from his manner towards her, I would have taken to be her husband had I not known better. Lucius Gellius looked very much like a younger replica of his father, even to the chilly stare he gave me as I hastily withdrew.

 

In the days that followed, I kept my ears perked for any news of developments at the house of Poplicola, but there was only silence. Was the old man plotting some horrible revenge on his son and wife? Were they still plotting against him? Or had the three of them somehow come together, with confessions of guilt and forgiveness all around? I hardly saw how such a reconciliation could be possible, after such a total breach of trust.

Then, one morning, I received a note from my friend Lucius Claudius:

 
Dear Friend, Dinner Companion, and Fellow Connoisseur of Gossip,
We never quite finished our discussion about Poplicola the other day, did we? The latest gossip (horrible stuff): on the very eve of the great purge in the Senate, one hears that certain members are planning to mount a prosecution against the censor’s son, Lucius Gellius, accusing him of sleeping with his stepmother and plotting to kill Poppy. Such a trial will stir up a huge scandal – what will people think of a magistrate in charge of morals who can’t stop his own son and wife from fornicating and scheming to do him in? Opponents (and likely targets) of the purge will say, ‘Clean up your own house, Poplicola, before you presume to clean ours!’
Who knows how such a trial might turn out? The whole family will be dragged through the mud – if there’s any dirt on any of them, the prosecutors will dig it up. And if Lucius is found guilty (I still can’t believe it), they won’t allow him exile – he’ll be put to death along with Palla, and to save face, Poplicola will have to play stern paterfamilias and watch while it’s done! That would be the death of Poppy, I fear. Certainly, it would be the end of his political career. He’d be utterly humiliated, his moral authority a joke. He couldn’t possibly continue as Censor. No purge of the Senate, then, and politics can go on as usual! What an age we live in.
Ah well, come dine with me tonight. I shall be having fresh pheasant, and Cook promises to do something divine with the sauce . . .
 

The pheasant that night was succulent. The sauce had an intriguing insinuation of mint that lingered teasingly on the tongue. But the food was not what I had come for.

Eventually we got around to the subject of the censor and his woes.

‘There’s to be a trial, then,’ I said.

‘Actually . . . no,’ said Lucius Claudius.

‘But your note this morning—’

‘Invalidated by fresh gossip this afternoon.’

‘And?’

Lucius leaned back on his couch, stroked Momo, and looked at me shrewdly. ‘I don’t suppose, Gordianus, that you know more about this affair than you’re letting on?’

I looked him in the eye. ‘Nothing that I could discuss, even with you, my friend, without violating an oath.’

He nodded. ‘I thought it must be something like that. Even so, I don’t suppose you could let me know, simply yes or no, whether Lucius Gellius and Palla really – Gordianus, you look as if the pheasant suddenly turned on you! Well, let no one say that I ever gave a dinner guest indigestion by pressing an improper question. I shall simply have to live not knowing. Though in that case, why I should tell you the latest news from the Forum, I’m sure I don’t know.’

He pouted and fussed over Momo. I sipped my wine. Lucius began to fidget. Eventually his urge to share the latest gossip got the better of him. I tried not to smile.

‘Very well, since you must know: Poppy, acting in his capacity as censor, has convoked a special Senate committee to investigate his own son on a charge of gross immorality – namely this rumour about adultery and attempted parricide. The committee will take up the investigation at once, and Poppy himself will preside over it.’

‘But how will this affect the upcoming trial?’

‘There won’t be a trial. The investigation supersedes it. It’s rather clever of Poppy, I suppose, and rather brave. This way he heads off his enemies who would have made a public trial into a spectacle. Instead, he’ll see to the question of his son’s guilt or innocence himself, behind closed doors. The Senate committee will make the final vote, but Poppy will oversee the proceedings. Of course, the whole thing could spin out of his control. If the investigating committee finds Lucius Gellius guilty, the scandal will still be the ruin of Poppy.’ He shook his head. ‘Surely that won’t happen. For Poppy to take charge of the matter himself, that must mean that his son is innocent, and Poppy knows it – doesn’t it?’ Lucius raised an eyebrow and peered at me expectantly.

‘I’m not sure what it means,’ I said, and meant it.



 

The investigation into the moral conduct of Lucius Gellius lasted two days, and took place behind the closed doors of the Senate House, where none but scribes and witnesses and the senators themselves were allowed. Fortunately for me, Lucius Claudius was among the senators on the investigating committee, and when the investigation was done he invited me once again to dine with him.

He greeted me at the door himself, and even before he spoke, I could tell from his round, beaming face that he was pleased with the outcome.

‘The committee reached a conclusion?’ I said.

‘Yes, and what a relief !’

‘Lucius Gellius was cleared of the charges?’ I tried not to sound sceptical.

‘Completely! The whole business was an absurd fabrication! Nothing to it but vicious rumours and unfounded suspicions.’

I thought of the dead slave, Chrestus. ‘There was no evidence at all of Lucius Gellius’ guilt?’

‘No such evidence was presented. Oh, so-and-so once saw Palla and Lucius Gellius sitting with their legs pressed together at the Circus Maximus, and another so-and-so saw them holding hands in a marketplace one day, and someone else claims to have seen them kiss beneath some trees on the Palatine Hill. Nothing but hearsay and rubbish. Palla and Lucius Gellius were called upon to defend themselves, and they both swore they had done nothing improper. Poplicola himself vouched for them.’

‘No slaves were called to testify?’

‘This was an investigation, Gordianus, not a trial. We had no authority to extract testimony under torture.’

‘And were there no other witnesses? No depositions? Nothing regarding the poisoned cake that was rumoured?’

‘No. If there had been anyone capable of producing truly damning evidence, they’d have been found, surely; there were plenty of senators on the committee hostile to Poppy, and believe me, since the rumours first began, they’ve been scouring the city looking for evidence. It simply wasn’t there.’

I thought of the poison dealer, and of the blonde girl who had waited on me at the bakery shop. I had tracked them down with little enough trouble; Poplicola’s enemies would have started out with less to go on, but surely they had dispatched their own finders to search out the truth. Why had the girl not been called to testify, at least? Had no one made even the simple connection between the rumour of the poisoned cake and the bakery shop which produced Poplicola’s favourite treat? Could the forces against the censor have been so inept?

Lucius laughed. ‘And to think of the meals I left untouched, fretting over Poppy! Well, now that he and his household have been vindicated, he can get on with his work as censor. Tomorrow Poppy will post his list of senators who’ve earned a black mark for immoral conduct. Good riddance, I say. More elbow room for the rest of us in the Senate chambers!’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘Really, all that grief, and the whole thing was a farce.’

Yes, I thought warily, so it had ended up – a farce. But what role had I played in it?

 

The next day I went to the street of the bakers, thinking to finally taste for myself one of the famous almond sweet cakes baked by the Baebius family – and also to find out if, indeed, no one from the Senate committee had called upon the blonde girl.

I strolled up the narrow, winding little street and arrived at the corner with a shock. Instead of the blonde girl’s smiling face behind the serving counter, I saw a boarded-up storefront. The sign bearing the family name, there for three generations, had been obliterated with crude daubs of paint.

A shopkeeper down the street saw me gaping and called to me from behind his counter.

‘Looking for the Baebii?’

‘Yes.’

‘Gone.’

‘Where?’

‘No idea.’

‘When?’

He shrugged. ‘A while back. Just up and left overnight, the whole lot of them. Baebius, his wife and daughter, the slaves – here one day, all gone the next. Poof ! Like actors falling through a trapdoor on a stage.’

‘But why?’

He gestured that I should step closer, and lowered his voice. ‘I suspect that Baebius must have got himself into serious trouble with the authorities.’

‘What authorities?’

‘The Senate itself !’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Just a day or two after he vanished, some pretty rough-looking strangers came snooping up and down the block, asking for Baebius and wanting to know where he’d gone. They even offered money, but nobody could tell them. And then, a few days after that, here come more strangers asking questions, only these were better dressed and carried fancy-looking scrolls; claimed they were conducting some sort of official investigation, and had “senatorial authority.” Not that it mattered; people around here still didn’t know what had become of Baebius. It’s a mystery, isn’t it?’

‘Yes . . .’

‘I figure Baebius must have done something pretty bad, to get out of town that sudden and not leave a trace behind.’ He shook his head. ‘Sad, though; his family had been in that shop a long time. And you’d think he might have given me his recipe for those almond cakes before he disappeared! People come by here day and night, asking for those cakes. Say, could I interest you in something sweet? These honey-glazed buns are fresh out of the oven. Just smell that aroma . . .’



 

Is it better to visit a poison dealer on a full stomach or an empty one? Empty, I decided, and so I declined the baker’s bun and made my way across the Forum and the cattle market to the riverfront, and thence to the seedy little tavern frequented by Quintus Fugax.

The interior seemed pitch-dark after the bright sunshine. I had to squint as I stumbled from bench to bench, searching among the derelicts. Only the most hardened drinkers were in such a place at that time of day. The place stank of spilled wine and river rot.

‘Looking for someone?’ asked the tavern keeper.

‘A fellow called Fugax.’

‘The scarecrow with the rheumy eye and the bad breath?’

‘That’s him.’

‘You’re out of luck, then, but not as out of luck as your friend.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘They dragged him out of the river a couple of days ago.’

‘What?’

‘Drowned. Poor sod must have fallen in; not my fault if a man leaves here too drunk to walk straight. Or maybe . . .’ He gave me a significant look. ‘Maybe somebody pushed him in.’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Fugax had been strutting around here lately, claiming he was about to come into a big sum of money. Crazy fool! Saying a thing like that in this neighbourhood is asking for trouble.’

‘Where was he going to get this money?’

‘That’s what I wondered. I asked him, “What, are you planning to sell your garden villa on the Tiber?” He laughed and said he had something to sell, all right – information, important information that powerful people would pay a lot for; pay to get it, or pay to keep others from getting it. Not likely, I thought! “What could a river rat like you know that anybody would give a fig to find out?” He just laughed. The fellow was half-crazy, you know. But I figure maybe somebody heard him bragging, tried to rob him, got angry when they didn’t find much, and threw him in the river. The dock workers that found him say it looked like he might have hit his head on something – hard to tell with all those scabs and rashes. Did you know him well?’

I sighed. ‘Well enough not to mourn too much over his death.’

The tavern keeper looked at me oddly. ‘You need something to drink, citizen.’

I had declined the baker’s bun, but I accepted the tavern keeper’s wine.

 

The doorkeeper at Poplicola’s house tersely informed me that his master was not receiving visitors. I pushed past him and told him I would wait in the red study.

I waited for quite a while, long enough to peruse a few of the scrolls in Poplicola’s little library: Aristotle on ethics, Plato on the examined life. There was a movement at the green curtain drawn over the doorway. It was not Poplicola who entered, but Palla.

She was shorter than I had thought; her elaborate turret of hair gave an illusion of height. But she was actually more beautiful than I had realized. By the reflected light of the red walls, her skin took on a smooth, creamy lustre. The bland youthfulness of her face was at odds with the worldliness in her eyes. At such close range, it was harder than ever to calculate her age.

‘You must be Gordianus,’ she said.

‘Yes.’

‘My husband is physically and emotionally exhausted by the events of the last few days. He can’t possibly see you.’

‘I think he should.’

‘Has he not paid you yet?’

I gritted my teeth. ‘I’m not an instrument to be used and then disposed of. I helped him discover the truth. I brought him certain information. Now I find that an innocent family has been driven into hiding, and another man is dead, very likely murdered to keep him quiet.’

‘If you’re talking about that wretch Fugax, surely the whole city is better off being rid of such a creature.’

‘What do you know about his death?’

She made no answer.

‘I insist that your husband see me,’ I said.

She looked at me steadily. ‘Anything you might wish to say to Poppy, you may say to me. We have no secrets from each other – not anymore. Everything has come into the open between us.’

‘And your son-in-law?’

‘Father and son are reconciled.’

‘The three of you have worked it all out?’

‘Yes. But that’s really none of your business, Finder. As you say, you were hired to find out a thing, and you did. There’s an end of it.’

‘An end of Chrestus, and of Fugax, you mean. And who knows what’s become of the baker and his family?’

She drew a deep breath and gave me a sour look. ‘The slave Chrestus belonged to my husband. His death was an injury to my husband’s property. Chrestus was old and slow, he pilfered from his master’s food and might not have survived another winter; his market value was nil. It’s for Poppy and Poppy alone to seek recompense for the loss, and if he chooses to overlook it, then neither you nor anybody else has any business poking further into the matter.’

She crossed her arms and paced slowly across the room. ‘As for Fugax, as I say, his death is no loss to anyone. A public service, I should think! When the trial began to loom, and then the investigation, he tried to blackmail us. He was a stupid, vile, treacherous little man, and now he’s dead. That, too, is none of your business.’

She reached the far corner and turned around. ‘As for the baker and his family, they were paid a more than adequate compensation for their trouble.’

‘The man’s family had been in that shop for generations! I can’t believe he left of his own free will.’

She stiffened her jaw. ‘True, Baebius was not completely cooperative, at first. A certain amount of pressure was required to make him see reason.’

‘Pressure?’

‘A black mark from a censor could have made a great deal of trouble for Baebius. Once that was explained to him, Baebius saw that it would be best if he and his family left Rome altogether and set up shop elsewhere. I’m sure his almond cakes will be just as popular in Spain as they were here in Rome. Poppy shall miss them, alas.’ She spoke without a shred of irony.

‘And what about me?’

‘You, Gordianus?’

‘I knew more than anyone.’

‘Yes, that’s true. To be candid, I thought we should do something about you; so did my stepson. But Poppy said that you had sworn an oath of secrecy upon your ancestors, that you gave him your word, Roman to Roman. That sort of thing counts for a great deal with Poppy. He insisted that we leave you alone. And he was right; you kept silent. He expects you to remain silent. I’m sure you won’t let him down.’

She flashed a serene smile, without the least hint of remorse. It struck me that Palla resembled a bit of poisoned cake herself.

‘So you see,’ she said, ‘it’s all worked out for the best, for everyone concerned.’



 

Legally and politically, the affair of Poplicola and the poisoned cake was at an end. The court of public opinion, however, would continue to try and retry the case for years to come.

There were those who insisted that the Senate investigation had been rigged by Poplicola himself; that vital witnesses had been intimidated, driven off, even killed; that the censor was morally bankrupt, unfit for his office, and that his happy household was a sham.

Others defended Poplicola, saying that all the talk against him originated with a few morally depraved, bitter ex-senators. There were even those who argued that the episode was proof of Poplicola’s wisdom and profound sense of judgement. Upon hearing such shocking charges against his son and wife, many a man would have rushed to avenge himself on them, taking their punishment into his own hands; but Poplicola had exercised almost superhuman restraint, called for an official inquiry, and ultimately saw his loved ones vindicated. For his patience and cool-headed perseverance, Poplicola was held up as a model of Roman sagacity, and his loyal wife, Palla, was admired as a woman who held her head high even when enduring the cruellest slanders.

As for his son, Lucius Gellius’ political career advanced more or less unimpeded by the scandal. He became more active than ever in the courts and in the Senate House, and openly expressed his ambition to someday be censor, following in his father’s footsteps. Only rarely did his unproved crimes come back to haunt him, as on the occasion when he sparred with Cicero in a rancourous debate and threatened to give the great orator a piece of his mind – to which Cicero replied, ‘Better that, Lucius Gellius, than a piece of your cake!’




THE CHERRIES OF LUCULLUS

 



 

‘Once a thing is done, it’s done. The accomplished fact takes on an air of inevitability, no matter how uncertain it might have seemed beforehand. Do you not agree, Gordianus?’ Cicero flashed a quizzical smile.

‘I’m not sure what you mean,’ I said.

We were strolling across the Forum on a fine spring morning. Ahead of us, fluffy white clouds were heaped on the horizon beyond the Capitoline Hill, like a vast nimbus crowning the Temple of Jupiter, but in every other direction the sky was an immaculate blue. The mild, warm air carried strains of birdsong from yew trees that grew along the slope of the Palatine Hill that rose steeply to our left. We continued to stroll at a slow pace, but paused when a group of Vestals emerged from the round temple of their goddess and crossed our path, holding their chins high and wearing haughty expressions. One of them deigned to cast a glance at Cicero, and I saw him give her a faint nod. I recognized his sister-in-law Fabia; once, years ago, I had rescued her from the terrible fate that awaits any Vestal who dares to break her vow of chastity. Fabia did not appear to notice me, or else deliberately avoided meeting my gaze. So it sometimes goes with those who call on Gordianus the Finder in their time of trouble; when the trouble is over, and they no longer need me, I vanish to their eyes, as the smoke from a censer can be dispersed by a puff of air, leaving no trace to the senses.

Cicero, tired of walking, indicated that he wished to sit for a while on the stone bench beside the steps of the Temple of Castor and Pollux. He gestured to the space beside him, but I told him I preferred to remain standing for a while.

‘What’s this you were saying, about inevitability?’ I asked.

Cicero hummed thoughtfully. ‘How did the playwright Ennius put it? “It is done now. The workings of the Fates I surmise; how could the outcome have been otherwise?” ’

‘Ennius was talking about the murder of Remus by Romulus, as I recall. But what in Hades are you talking about, Cicero?’

He shrugged and narrowed his eyes, as if searching his mind for an example, but I suspected the point he wished to make was already fully formed in his mind and he was simply taking his time to get around to it, wanting his words to seem spontaneous rather than rehearsed. Cicero was a lawyer, and this is how lawyers speak; they never go straight to the point when they can practise circumlocution. There was no sense in pressing him. I sighed and decided to sit down after all.

‘Well, Gordianus, consider: a mere ten years ago – say, during the consulship of my good friend Lucullus – who could have foreseen with any certainty the future course of the Roman Republic? To the west, the rebel general Sertorius was luring malcontents in the Senate to Spain, with the aim of setting up a rival republic; Sertorius and his followers claimed that they represented the true Rome, and showed every intention of returning someday to claim the city as their own. Meanwhile, to the east, the war against King Mithridates had taken a turn for the worse; it was beginning to look as if Rome had bitten off more than she could chew when she invaded Mithridates’ holdings in Asia Minor, and we were likely to choke on our mistake.

‘And then, to compound the situation, our enemies decided to join forces against us! Sertorius sent his right-hand man, Marcus Varius, to lead Mithridates’ army, and so Rome found herself embattled against Roman generals on both sides. The development was all the more unnerving because Sertorius had only one eye – as did Varius! One had lost his right eye in battle, the other his left; I can never remember which had lost which. Notwithstanding Aristotle and his disdain for coincidence, any historian will tell you that Fortune loves odd synchronisms and curious parallels – and what a curious turn of events, if Rome had been bested by two of her own generals, a pair of men who between them possessed a pair of eyes such as most men take for granted. I must confess, Gordianus, in my darker moods it seemed to me that Sertorius and Mithridates together would triumph and split the world between them; history would have taken a very different course, and Rome would be a different place today.’

‘But that’s not what happened,’ I said.

‘No. Sertorius, with his overbearing personality, at last became so insufferable to his own followers that they murdered him. Sertorius’ one-eyed henchman Varius proved to be not such a capable general after all; in a sea battle off the island of Lemnos, Lucullus took him captive and destroyed his army. King Mithridates was bested on every front, and stripped of his most prized territories, which now pay their tribute to Rome. What’s done is done, and the outcome seems to have been inevitable all along; Rome’s triumph was assured from the beginning, by the grace of the gods, and it could never have been otherwise.’

‘You believe in destiny, then?’

‘Rome believes in destiny, Gordianus, for at every stage of her history, her destiny has been manifest.’

‘Perhaps,’ I said, but doubtfully. It was in the nature of my work to poke and prod and peer beneath the surface of things, to turn back rugs, so to speak, and examine the detritus swept underneath; and from my experience, no man (and by extension, no nation) possessed such a thing as a manifest destiny. Every man and nation proceeded through life in fits and starts, frequently heading off in the wrong direction and then doubling back, usually making a host of catastrophic mistakes and desperately trying to cover them over before moving on to make the next mistake. If the gods took any part in the process, it was generally to have a bit of sport at the expense of hapless mortals, not to light the way to some predetermined path of greatness. Only historians and politicians, blessed by keen self-interest and blurry hindsight, could look at the course of events and see the workings of divine intention.

If Cicero entertained another view, I was hardly surprised. At that moment, he was swiftly and surely approaching the apogee of his political career. His work as an advocate in the courts had gained him the friendship of Rome’s most powerful families. His advancement through the magistracies had been marked by one successful election campaign after another. In the coming run for the consulship he was considered a clear front-runner. When I first met him, many years before, he had been young, untested, and much more cynical about the ways of the world; since then, success had tamed him and given him the rosy, self-satisfied aura of those who begin to think their success was inevitable, along with the success of the city and the empire they served.

‘And yet,’ I observed, ‘if things had gone only a little differently, Sertorius might have become king of the West, with his capital in Spain, and Mithridates might still be undisputed king of the East, and Rome might have been reduced to a mere backwater over which the two of them would be squabbling.’

Cicero shuddered at the thought. ‘A good thing, then, that Sertorius was killed, and Mithridates soundly defeated by Lucullus.’

I cleared my throat. It was one thing for Cicero to engage in philosophical speculation about destiny, but another to contradict the facts of recent history. ‘I believe it’s been left for Pompey to finally end the war with Mithridates, once and for all.’

‘Pompey is charged with ending the war, yes; but Lucullus fought Mithridates for years, all over Asia Minor, before he was recalled to Rome and forced to cede his command to Pompey. If Pompey appears to be making quick work of Mithridates, it’s only because Lucullus softened the ground for him.’ Cicero snorted. ‘Ever since Lucullus came back to Rome, he’s been owed a triumph for his many victories in the East, but his political enemies have successfully conspired to deprive him of it. Well, their obstructionism is about to be ended, and within a year, Lucullus will finally celebrate his triumph; perhaps – and I should be only too honoured – during the year of my consulship, should the gods favour my election. So please, Gordianus, don’t subject me to this line of argument about Pompey being the sole conqueror of the East. Lucullus broke the enemy’s back, and Pompey merely moved in for the kill.’

I shrugged. It was a controversy about which I had no firm opinion.

Cicero cleared his throat. ‘Anyway . . . how would you like to join him for a leisurely meal this afternoon?’

‘Join whom?’

‘Why, Lucullus, of course.’

‘Ah . . .’ I nodded. So that was the true purpose of Cicero’s desire to see me that morning, and the point of his digressions. The subject all along had been Lucullus.

‘Has Lucullus invited me?’

‘He has. And, let me assure you, Gordianus, no man in his right mind would refuse an invitation to sup with Lucullus. His conquests in the East made him very, very wealthy, and I’ve never known anyone who more greatly enjoys spending his wealth. His dinners are legendary – even those he consumes by himself !’

I nodded. Lucullus was a well-known Epicurean, devoted to enjoying the good life and indulging every sensory pleasure. Even during military campaigns he had been noted for the extravagance of his table. The multitudes in Rome were eagerly looking forward to his triumph, which, along with a fabulous procession, would also feature public entertainments, banquets, and a distribution of gifts to all who attended.

‘If Lucullus desires my company, why does he not contact me directly? And to what do I owe the honour of this invitation?’ In other words: what sort of trouble had Lucullus got himself into, and what would he expect me to do about it? I could leave the question of payment to another time; Lucullus was not miserly and could afford to be generous.

Cicero looked at me askance. ‘Gordianus, Gordianus! Always so suspicious! First of all, Lucius Licinius Lucullus is not the sort of fellow to dispatch a slave to deliver an invitation to a fellow citizen he hasn’t yet met. Not his style at all! He obtains new friends through those who are already his friends. He’s very strict about that sort of thing; decorum matters greatly to him. Which is not to say he’s stuffy; quite the opposite. Do you follow me?’

I raised a dubious eyebrow.

Cicero snorted. ‘Very well, then, it was I who mentioned your name to him and suggested he might wish to make your acquaintance. And not for any nefarious purpose; the context was entirely innocent. What do you know about Lucullus’ circle of friends?’

‘Nothing, really.’

‘Yet if I were to mention their names, you’d no doubt recognize them. Famous men, well regarded in their fields, the best of the best. Men like Antiochus of Ascalon, the Greek philosopher; Arcesislaus, the sculptor; and of course Aulus Archias, the poet. Those three are Lucullus’ constant companions.’

‘I’ve heard of them, of course. Is it Lucullus’ habit to collect friends whose names all begin with the same letter?’

Cicero smiled. ‘You’re not the first to notice that; “the three A’s,” Lucullus sometimes calls them. A mere coincidence, signifying nothing – as I’m sure Aristotle would agree, notwithstanding his own initial. Anyway, as you can imagine, the conversation at Lucullus’ table can be rather elevated, with discussions of philosophy and art and poetry and so on; even I sometimes find it a bit challenging to carry my weight – if you can imagine that!’ He laughed aloud at this self-deprecation; to be polite, I managed a chuckle.

‘Of late,’ he continued, ‘Lucullus has been most interested in discourse on the subjects of truth and perception – how we know what we know, and how we distinguish truth from falsehood.’

‘Epistemology, I think the philosophers call it.’

‘Exactly! You see, Gordianus, you are not entirely without refinement.’

‘I don’t recall claiming that I was.’

Cicero laughed, but I did not join him. ‘Anyway, Lucullus was saying that he’s grown weary of hearing the same points of view expounded over and over. He already knows what Antiochus and Arcesislaus and Archias will say, given their points of view – the philosopher, the artist, the poet. And he knows what I will say – the politician! Apparently some particular problem is bothering him, though he won’t come out and say what it is, and our tired ideas are of no use to him. So, when I dined with him a few days ago, I told him I knew a fellow who might very well have something new to offer: Gordianus the Finder.’

‘Me?’

‘Are you not as obsessed with truth as any philosopher? Do you not see the true shape of things as keenly as any sculptor and cut through falsehood as cleverly as any playwright? And are you not as sharp a judge of character as any politician? More importantly, would you not enjoy an unforgettably lavish meal as much as any other man? All your host shall ask in return is your company and your conversation.’

Put that way, I could see no reason to refuse. Still, it seemed to me there must be more to the matter than Cicero was willing to admit.

 

To reach the villa of Lucullus, one passed outside the city walls at the Fontinalis Gate, travelled a short distance up the Flaminian Way, and then ascended the Pincian Hill. A stone wall surrounded the property; entry could be obtained only through a guarded iron gate. Even after one passed through the gate, the villa could not be seen, for it was surrounded by extensive gardens.

The gardens had excited much comment, for Lucullus had collected hundreds of trees, flowers, vines and shrubs from all over Asia Minor and had transported them, at great expense, back to Rome, along with a veritable army of gardeners. Some of the plants had taken root in the soil of Italy, while others had not, and so the garden was still a work in progress, with here and there a bare spot or a plant that appeared less than content. Nonetheless, the consummate artistry of Lucullus’ landscapers was evident at every turn. To follow the stone-paved path that wound up the hillside towards the villa, decorated here and there with a rustic bench, or a statue, or a splashing fountain, was to encounter one delightfully framed vista after another. Unfamiliar flowers bloomed in profusion. The leaves of exotic trees shivered in the warm breeze. Trellises were overgrown with vines that bore strange fruit. Occasionally, through the lush greenery, I caught a glimpse of the temples atop the Capitoline Hill in the distance, or the glimmer of the sinuous, faraway Tiber, and the sight compelled me to pause and take it in.

Cicero accompanied me. He had been up this winding path many times before, but seemed happy to take his time and indulge my wide-eyed wonderment.

At last we reached the villa. A slave greeted us, told us that his master awaited us in the Apollo Room, and asked us to follow him.

I heard Cicero release a gasp and then a groan. ‘The Apollo Room!’ he muttered under his breath.

‘You know the place?’ I asked, my wonderment increasing as we traversed terraces, porticoes and galleries. Everywhere I looked, I saw bits and pieces of Asia Minor that Lucullus had brought back to adorn his Roman home. Greek statues, ornamental plaques, sculptural reliefs, carved balustrades, dazzling tiles, magnificent rugs, shimmering draperies, colourful paintings in encaustic wax, superbly crafted tables and chairs, even entire marble columns had been shipped over the sea and up the Tiber to confront Lucullus’ engineers, architects and decorators with the formidable task of creating from their disparate elements a harmonious whole. By some miracle, they had succeeded. Opulence and abundance greeted the eye at every turn; gaudiness and ostentation were nowhere to be seen.

‘Lucullus entertains guests in various rooms, depending on his mood,’ Cicero explained. ‘To each room is accorded a specific budget for the meal. The simplest meals – and they could be called simple only by the standards of Lucullus – are served in the Hercules Room; the plates are of simple silver, the food is traditional Roman fare, and the wines are of a vintage only slightly beyond the means of most of us mere senators. Lucullus finds the Hercules Room suitable for a simple afternoon repast when entertaining a few intimate friends – and that’s where I presumed we would be eating. But the Apollo Room! The couches are sumptuous, the silver plate is stunning, and the food is fit for the gods! The wine will be Falernian, you may be sure. No delicacy which Lucullus’ cook can imagine will be denied to us. If only Lucullus had warned me, I should have avoided eating altogether for the last few days, in preparation. My poor stomach is already grumbling in dread!’

For as long as I had known him, Cicero had suffered from irritable bowels. He suffered least when he maintained a simple diet, but like most successful politicians his life had become a whirlwind of meals and parties, and to refuse a host’s offerings would seem churlish. ‘My stomach is no longer my own,’ he had complained to me once, groaning and clutching his belly after a particularly rich banquet.

At last we passed through a doorway into a magnificent hall. Along one wall, doors opened on to a terrace overlooking the gardens, with a view of the Capitoline Hill in the distance. The opposite wall was covered with a glorious painting celebrating the god Apollo and his gifts to mankind – sunlight, art and music – with the Graces and the Muses in his retinue. At one end of the room, set in a niche, was a towering statue of the god, scantily clad and resplendent in his beauty, carved from marble but painted in such lifelike colours that for the barest instant I was fooled into thinking I saw a being of flesh and blood.

The room might have accommodated scores of guests, but the gathering that day was much smaller. A group of dining couches had been pulled into a semicircle near the terrace, where the guests could enjoy the warm, jasmine-scented breeze.

We were apparently the last to arrive, for only two of the couches remained empty, those situated at either side of our host. Lucullus, reclining at the centre of the semicircle, looked up at our arrival, but did not stand. He was dressed in a saffron tunic with elaborate red embroidery and a belt of silver chain; his hair, grey at the temples but still plentiful for a man of forty-six, was combed back to show his prominent forehead. Despite his reputation for high living, his complexion was clear and his waist no larger than that of most men his age.

‘Cicero!’ he exclaimed. ‘How good to see you – and just in time for the mullet course. I had them delivered from Cumae this morning, from Orata’s fish farm. Cook’s trying a new recipe, something about grilling them on a stick with an olive stuffing; he tells me I shall wish to die after one taste, resolved that life’s pleasures can achieve no higher pinnacle.’

‘No matter what the pleasure, there’s always another to top it,’ responded one of the guests. The man’s features were so like those of our host that I realized he had to be Lucullus’ younger brother, Marcus Licinius. They were said to be very close; indeed, Lucullus had held off running for his first office until his brother Marcus was also old enough to run, so that they could both be elected to the curule aedileship as partners; the games they had put on for the populace that year, the first to ever feature elephants in combat with bears, had become legendary. To judge by his comment, and by his clothes – a Greek chiton with an elegantly stitched border of golden thread – Marcus was as much an Epicurean as his older brother.

‘Wanting to die after eating a mullet! Have you ever heard anything so absurd?’ This comment, followed by a laugh to soften its harshness, came from the guest seated opposite Marcus, whom I recognized at once: Cato, one of the most powerful senators in Rome. Cato was anything but an Epicurean; he was a Stoic, known for expounding old-fashioned virtues of frugality, restraint and service to the state. His hair was closely cropped and he wore a simple white tunic. Despite their philosophical differences, he and Lucullus had become staunch political allies, firm friends, and – with Lucullus’ marriage the previous year to Cato’s half-sister, Servilia – brothers-in-law.

Reclining next to Cato was Servilia herself. To judge by the ostentation of her red gown, silver jewellery and elaborately coiffed hair, she shared her husband’s Epicurean tastes rather than her brother’s Stoic values. Her tinted cheeks and painted lips were not to my taste, but she projected a kind of ripe sensuality that many men would have found attractive. Her generous figure made it hard to be certain, but it looked to me that she was just beginning to show signs of carrying a child. Servilia was Lucullus’ second wife; he had divorced the first, one of the Clodia sisters, for flagrant infidelity.

The three other guests were the Greek companions of Lucullus whom Cicero had previously mentioned to me. The poet Archias was perhaps ten years older than his patron, a small man with a neatly trimmed white beard. Antiochus the philosopher was the most corpulent person in the room, with several chins obscuring his neck. The sculptor Arcesislaus was the youngest of us, a strikingly handsome and exceedingly muscular fellow; he looked quite capable of wielding a hammer and chisel and moving heavy blocks of marble. I realized that it must be his Apollo in the niche at the end of the room, for the face of the god was uncannily like a self-portrait; it was likely that he had painted the wall as well, which gave the same face to Apollo. Clearly, Arcesislaus was an artist of immense talent.

I felt an unaccustomed quiver of discomfort. After years of dealing with Rome’s elite, often seeing them at their weakest or worst, I seldom felt self-conscious in any company, no matter how exalted. But here, in the company of Lucullus’ brilliant inner circle, in a setting so overwhelmingly opulent yet so impeccably refined, I felt decidedly out of my depth.

Cicero introduced me. Most of the guests had some knowledge of me; their not-unfriendly nods at the mention of my name reassured me, if only a little. Lucullus indicated that Cicero should take the couch to his right and that I should recline to his left.

The meal was spectacular – grilled eel, succulent venison, roasted fowl, and a wide variety of spring vegetables with delicate sauces, all washed down with the finest Falernian. As more wine flowed, the conversation grew more relaxed, punctuated by peals of laughter. The members of Lucullus’ circle were completely at ease with one another, so much so that they seemed to speak a sort of secret language, full of veiled references and coded innuendoes. I felt very much an outsider, with little to contribute; mostly I listened and observed.

Servilia showed off a new piece of jewellery, a necklace of pearls linked by a finely wrought gold chain, and boasted of the bargain she had negotiated; the cost was roughly the value of my house on the Esquiline Hill. This prompted a discussion about money and investments, which led to a general consensus, myself abstaining, that land around Rome had become more expensive than it was worth, but a country house in Etruria or Umbria, complete with slaves to run it, could still be obtained at a bargain.

Marcus Licinius asked Cicero if the rumour he had heard was true, that Cicero’s chief rival in the coming race for consul was likely to be the radical patrician, Catilina. Cicero replied by quoting a Greek epigram; the point was obscure to me, but the others were moved to laughter. There was more talk of politics. Cato complained about a fellow senator who had employed an obscure but ancient point of procedure to outmanoeuvre his opponents; declining to name the man, Cato instead referred to him using a vaguely indecent nickname – presumably a pun, but it meant nothing to me. I think he was talking about Julius Caesar.

It seemed that Archias was in the midst of composing an epic poem about Lucullus’ campaigns in the East, hoping to complete it in time for his patron’s eventual triumph. At the urging of Cicero, Archias quoted a new passage. The scene was one the poet had witnessed himself: the sinking of the fleet of the one-eyed Roman rebel Marcus Varius off the island of Lemnos. His words were spellbinding, conjuring images full of terror, gore and glory. At one point, he quoted Lucullus’ order to his men regarding the fate of the Roman rebel:

 

Take Varius alive, not dead;

Put no one-eyed man to the sword.

Disobey, and I’ll pluck the eyes from your
head

And throw you overboard!

 

It seemed to me that a shadow crossed Lucullus’ face as he listened to these words, but afterwards he applauded as heartily as the rest of us, and promised Archias a place of honour at his triumph.

Over pheasant with pine-nut sauce, the conversation took a philosophical turn. Antiochus was a proponent of the so-called New Academy, a school of thought which argues that mankind possesses an innate faculty for distinguishing truth from falsehood and reality from fantasy. ‘The existence of such a faculty may be inferred if we consider the opposite case, that no such faculty exists,’ said the corpulent philosopher, dabbing a bit of sauce from his chin. ‘Perception comes from sensation, not from reason. I see the cup before me; I reach for it and I pick it up. I know the cup exists because my eyes and my hand tell me so. Ah, but how do I know I can trust my eyes and my hand in this instance? Sometimes, after all, we see a thing that turns out not to be there after all, or at least not what we thought it was; or we touch a thing in the dark and think we know what it is, then discover it to be otherwise when we see it in the light. Thus, sensation alone is not entirely reliable; indeed, it can be quite the opposite. So how do I know, in this instance, that this is a cup I hold before me, and not some other thing, or an illusion of a cup?’

‘Because the rest of us can see it, too!’ said Marcus, laughing. ‘Reality is a matter of consensus.’

‘Nonsense! Reality is reality,’ said Cato. ‘The cup would exist whether Antiochus or the rest of us saw it or not.’

‘I agree with you there, Cato,’ said the philosopher. ‘But the point remains: how do I know the cup exists? Or rather, let me change the emphasis of that question: How do I know the cup exists? Not by my eyes and hand alone, for those two are not always trustworthy, and not because we all agree it exists, despite what Marcus may say.’

‘By logic and reason,’ offered Cicero, ‘and the accumulated lessons of experience. True, our senses sometimes deceive us; but when they do, we take note of it, and learn to recognize that particular experience, and to differentiate it from instances where we can trust our senses, based also on past experience.’

Antiochus shook his head. ‘No, Cicero. Quite apart from logic and reason and the lessons of experience, there exists in every man an innate faculty, for which we as yet have no name and governed by we know not which organ; yet that faculty determines, for each man, what is real and what is not. If we could but explore and cultivate that faculty, who knows to what greater degree of awareness we could elevate mankind?’

‘What do you mean by a “greater degree of awareness”?’ said Marcus.

‘A realm of perception beyond that which we presently possess.’

Marcus scoffed. ‘Why do you assume such a state exists, if no mortal has yet attained it? It’s a presumption with no basis in experience or logic; it’s an idea plucked out of thin air.’

‘I agree,’ said Cato. ‘Antiochus is espousing mysticism, not philosophy, or at least not any brand of philosophy suitable for a hard-headed Roman. It’s all very well for Greeks to spend their time pondering imponderables, but we Romans have a world to run.’

Antiochus smiled, to show that he took no offence at Cato’s words. He opened his mouth to reply, but was cut off by our host, who abruptly turned his gaze to me.

‘What do you think, Gordianus?’ said Lucullus.

I felt the eyes of the others converge on me. ‘I think . . .’

I looked to Cicero, who smiled, amused at my hesitation. I felt slightly flushed, and cleared my throat. ‘I think that most men are like myself, and don’t give much thought to such questions. If I see a cup, and if I want what’s in the cup, I pick it up and drink it, and that’s the end of that. Now, if I were to reach for the cup and pick up a hedgehog instead, that would give me pause. But as long as a cup is a cup – and up is up, and down is down, and the sun comes up in the morning – I don’t think most people ever think about epistemology.’

Antiochus raised a condescending eyebrow. It was one thing for the others to challenge his ideas with other ideas, but quite another to dismiss the importance of the topic he had raised. In his eyes, I had shown myself to be hardly better than a barbarian.

My host was more indulgent. ‘Your point is well taken, Gordianus, but I think you’re being just a bit disingenuous, aren’t you?’ said Lucullus.

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Well, in your line of work – insofar as Cicero has explained it to me – I should think you rely a great deal on reason or instinct, or some faculty such as that which Antiochus speaks of, in order to determine the truth. A murder is committed; a relative comes to you, asking you to discover the killer. If a man’s stopped breathing, it doesn’t take an Aristotle to determine that he’s dead; but how do you go about the rest of it – finding out who did it, and how, and when, and why? I suppose some evidence is concrete and indisputable, of the sort you can hold in the palm of your hand – a bloody dagger, say, or an earring separated from its match. But there must be a vast grey area where the indicators are not so certain. Witnesses to a crime sometimes tell different versions of events—’

‘They inevitably do!’ asserted Cicero with a laugh.

‘Or a clue may point in the wrong direction,’ continued Lucullus, ‘or an innocent man may deliberately incriminate himself, so as to protect another. Lies must be sorted from truth, important facts must be placed above trivialities. The warp and woof of reality must be minutely examined for meaningful patterns and inconsistencies that might elude the scrutiny of a less conscientious . . . “finder,” as I believe Cicero calls you. Indeed, Gordianus, I should think that you must have frequent occasion to apply the tenets of epistemology more rigorously than anyone else in this room. I suspect it’s become second nature to you; you swim in a sea of practical philosophy and never think about it, as the dolphin never thinks of being wet.’

‘Perhaps,’ I acknowledged, dubious of his point but thankful that he had rescued me from looking like a cretin.

‘So how do you go about it?’ said Lucullus. ‘Ascertaining the truth, I mean? Do you apply a particular system? Or do you rely on intuition? Can you tell if a man is lying, simply by looking in his eyes? And if so, would that not be an indication that some innate faculty such as that suggested by Antiochus must indeed exist, perhaps more developed in some men – men like yourself – than in others?’

The guests looked at me intently now, seriously interested to see what I would say. I took a deep breath. ‘In fact, Lucullus, I have given some thought to such questions over the years. If we accept that a thing must be either true or false – either one thing or the other – then even the most complex questions can be approached by breaking them into smaller and smaller questions, and determining in each case which proposition is true and which is false. Smaller units of truth combine into greater units, until eventually a greater truth emerges. Sometimes, investigating the circumstances of a crime, I imagine I’m building a wall of bricks. Each brick must be solid, or else the whole wall will come down. So it’s simply a matter of testing each brick before it’s put into place. Is this brick true or false? True, and it goes into the wall; false, and it’s discarded. Of course, sometimes one makes a mistake, and realizes it only after several courses of bricks have been laid, and it can be a messy business going back and making the repair.’

‘Ah, but how does such a mistake occur in the first place?’ asked Antiochus, in a tone that showed he had warmed to me somewhat.

‘Carelessness, confusion, a lapse of concentration.’

‘And how do you recognize the mistake?’

I shrugged. ‘Sooner or later, you step back and look at the wall, and you can see there’s something wrong. Something’s off-kilter; one of the bricks doesn’t quite match the others.’

‘Ah, but there you have yet another indication of the existence of the faculty I speak of !’ said Antiochus. ‘ “One knows it when one sees it,” goes the commonplace. But how? Because of an innate ability to distinguish truth from falsehood.’

‘An innate sense that doesn’t always work, apparently,’ said Marcus, with a laugh.

‘That this faculty isn’t infallible is hardly evidence against it,’ asserted Antiochus. ‘On the contrary, it’s yet another sign of its existence. No other human faculty is infallible, so why should this one be? Perfection exists only in that ideal world which Plato postulated . . .’

Here the talk drifted to other matters philosophical, about which Lucullus did not question me; gratefully, I withdrew from the conversation. But it seemed to me that my brief foray into the debate had been deliberately engineered by Lucullus, so that he might observe and form a judgement of me. For what purpose? I did not know. Had I satisfied his expectations? That, too, I did not know.

I spent the rest of the meal observing the others. The corpulent Antiochus was the most vocal and self-assertive, and in such a company, that was saying a great deal. Cato tended to enter the debate only in reaction to the others, usually to chide or taunt them. His sister Servilia spoke only when the conversation involved gossip or money, and was silent about politics and philosophy. The poet Archias every so often contributed an epigram, some more appropriate to the conversation than others. Marcus Licinius seemed a contented sort who enjoyed every course of the meal and every turn of the conversation. Cicero was talkative and high-spirited, but occasionally I saw him touch his belly and wince. As he had feared, the meal was too rich for his dyspeptic constitution.

The one who spoke least – hardly at all, in fact – was the sculptor Arcesislaus. Like me, he seemed content merely to enjoy the food and wine and to observe the others. But he wore a vaguely scornful expression; even when Archias came out with an epigram that made the rest of us hoot with laughter, he hardly smiled. Was he shy and retiring, as are many artists, or was he haughty, as might be the case with a handsome young man of great talent? Or was he brooding about something? I could not make him out.

The generally buoyant mood dimmed only once, when the conversation turned to the father of Lucullus, and his sad end. Cicero had been talking – boasting, in fact – of his first important appearance as an advocate before the Rostra, defending a citizen accused of parricide. Cicero had retained my services to investigate the matter, and that was how we first met. The outcome of the trial had made Cicero a famous man in Rome and set him on the path to his present pinnacle of success. He never tired of telling the tale, even to those who already knew it, and would have gone on telling it had not Cato interrupted.

‘It was the same with you, was it not, Lucullus?’ said Cato. ‘Your first appearance in the courts made your reputation – even though you lost the case.’

‘I suppose,’ said Lucullus, suddenly reticent.

‘Indeed, I remember it well, though it seems a lifetime ago,’ said Cato. ‘Your father was sent to put down the great slave revolt in Sicily. Things went well for him at first, then badly, and he was recalled. No sooner did he arrive back in Rome than one of his enemies accused him of official misconduct and prosecuted him in the courts. He was found guilty and sent into exile, poor fellow. But his sons didn’t forget him! As soon as he was old enough to argue before the Rostra, our Lucullus dug up some dirt on his father’s accuser and brought the man to trial. Everyone in Rome took sides; there was rioting and bloodshed in the Forum. When it was all over, Lucullus lost the case and the fellow got off – but the real winner was our Lucullus, whose name was on everyone’s lips. Friends and foes alike acknowledged him as the very model of a loyal Roman son.’

‘And a fellow not to be tangled with,’ added Marcus, looking at his brother with admiration.

I was only vaguely aware of this tale regarding Lucullus’ father and Lucullus’ own younger days, and would have liked to have heard more, but our host was clearly not in a mood to discuss it. He lowered his eyes and raised a hand dismissively. An abrupt silence filled the room, and stretched awkwardly until Archias, clearing his throat, delivered one of his epigrams:

 

Right are the Thracians, when they mourn

The infant on the very morning of its birth.

Right, also, when they rejoice that death has snatched

Some aged mortal from the earth.

Why not? This cup of life is full of sadness;

Death is the healing draught for all its madness.

 

He raised his cup. The rest of us, including Lucullus, did likewise, and the wine we shared dispelled the chill that had fallen on the room.

 

The meal lasted at least three hours, but had begun so early that the sun was still well above the horizon when Lucullus announced that it was time for the final course.

‘Something sweet, I hope,’ said Antiochus.

‘Sweet, indeed,’ said Lucullus. ‘In fact, the final course is the principal reason for asking you all here today, so that you can share in my bounty.’ He rose from his couch and gestured that we should do likewise. ‘Up, everyone! Up, on your feet, and follow me! The first of the cherries are ripe, and today we shall devour them!’

From the others, as they stirred, I heard a murmur of pleasant anticipation. I stepped beside Cicero and spoke in his ear. ‘What are these “cherries” that Lucullus speaks of ?’

‘A most exquisite fruit, which he brought back from the realm of Pontus on the Euxine Sea. They grow on small trees and come in many varieties, all with shiny skins in various shades of red. All sweet, all splendidly delicious! I was privileged to taste some of Lucullus’ cherries last year at this time. What a delight that he should invite me back again to taste this year’s crop!’ Cicero smiled. ‘His brother Marcus says that if Lucullus’ wars against Mithridates had yielded nothing else, they would still have been worth the effort for bringing cherries back to Rome!’

Lucullus led the way on to the terrace and then down a flagstone path that meandered through a small orchard of low, leafy trees. The branches were heavy with a fruit the likes of which I had never seen before. The cherries, as they were called, hung in great clusters. The type varied from tree to tree; some were blood-red, some were pink, and others were almost black. Lucullus demonstrated the ease with which they could be picked by reaching out and plucking off a whole handful at once.

‘Be warned: the juice might stain your garments. And be careful of the pit.’ To demonstrate, he popped a cherry into his mouth, then spat the seed into his hand. His features assumed a sublime expression. He swallowed and smiled. ‘All this talk of philosophy and politics – how irrelevant it all seems when one can know the simple, unadulterated joy of devouring a cherry. And then another, and another!’

With much laughter, the rest of us joined him in plucking cherries from the branches and popping them into our mouths. Some of the most sophisticated individuals in Rome were reduced to a childlike euphoria by the unbridled joy of eating cherries.

‘Sensational!’ said Archias, with cherry juice running down his chin. ‘I must compose a poem to celebrate this crop of cherries.’

Cicero sighed. ‘More wonderful than I remembered.’

Even the dour Arcesislaus smiled as he shared the joy of eating cherries.

I felt a hand on my shoulder, and turned to see that it belonged to my host. ‘Come, Gordianus,’ he said in a low voice. ‘There’s something I want you to see.’

Leaving the others behind, Lucullus led me to a tree at the farthest corner of the cherry orchard. Its branches were more gnarled and its leaves more lustrous than those of the other trees, and its cherries were the largest and plumpest I had yet seen, of a hue that was almost purple.

‘Of all the cherry trees I brought back from Pontus, this variety is the most extraordinary. The Greek-speakers of Pontus have preserved the ancient name which the aboriginal barbarians gave to this cherry. I find the word impossible to pronounce, but they tell me it translates as “Most-Precious-of-All” – which these cherries are. Their flavour is sweet and very complex – at first subtle, then almost overwhelming. And their skins are very, very delicate. Most other cherries travel well; you could pack them in a basket and carry them across Italy to share with a friend. But these are so tender that they can scarcely survive a fall from the tree. To appreciate them, you literally must eat them from the tree – and even then, they may burst if you pluck them too carelessly.’

Lucullus reached for one of the dark, plump cherries. He seemed not to tug at all; rather, the heavy fruit appeared to tumble into his palm of its own volition.

‘Here is something evanescent,’ he murmured, ‘a sensation too unique to be described, capable only of being experienced: the cherry that can be eaten only beneath the tree, so fragile is it. As such, it has another, practical advantage: it can’t have been poisoned.’

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that a concern?’

Lucullus smiled without mirth. ‘A man like myself is never without enemies.’

‘Yet I saw no tasters at the meal.’

‘That is because you were meant to see no tasters.’

He extended his arm and offered the cherry to me. ‘For you, Gordianus, the season’s very first Most-Precious-of-All.’

‘You do me a great honour, Lucullus.’ For which you will doubtless ask something in return, I thought. Nevertheless, I accepted the cherry and slipped it between my lips.

The skin was sleek and warm, and so thin that it seemed to dissolve at the merest contact with my teeth. The meat of the cherry pressed sensuously against my tongue. The sweet juice flooded my mouth. At first I was disappointed, for the flavour seemed less intense than the cherries I had just tasted. Then, as I located the pit with my tongue and worked it towards my lips, the full flavour of the cherry suffused my senses with an intensity that was intoxicating. Lucullus saw my reaction and smiled.

I swallowed. Gradually, the precedence claimed by my sense of taste receded and my other senses returned to the fore. I became aware of a change in the light as the lowering sun shot rays of dark gold through the leafy orchard. I heard the distant laughter of the others, who had not yet followed us.

‘Why did you ask me here today, Lucullus?’ I said quietly. ‘What is it you want from me?’

He sighed. He picked another of the cherries, but did not eat it; instead he held it in the cup of his palm, gazing at it. ‘How fleeting and elusive are the pleasures of life; how lasting the pain and bitterness, the disappointments and the losses. When I became a general, I was determined to be the best general possible, and never to repeat my father’s failure; but I was determined also never to wreak destruction when destruction was not called for. So many generations of men have laboured so hard to build up the few great storehouses of beauty and knowledge in this world, yet by fire and sword their accomplishments can be destroyed in minutes, their memory reduced to ashes. The power of the Roman legions is a great responsibility; I swore that Sulla would be my model, as he had been my mentor in other matters. When he had the chance to sack Athens and level it to the ground, instead Sulla saved it, and so passed on a great gift to future generations. What I least wanted was to ever gain a reputation such as that of Mummius of our grandfathers’ time – the Mummius who ruthlessly destroyed the city of Corinth and never passed a Greek temple without plundering it. And yet . . .’

Lucullus pondered the cherry in his hand, as if it contained some mystery. ‘This tree came from an orchard near a town called Amisus, in Pontus. Did you ever hear of Amisus?’

I shook my head.

‘It was not a particularly beautiful or wealthy city, but it did have the distinction of having been founded long ago as a colony of Athens; Amisus was an outpost of civilization at the farthest reaches of the world. Of all the horrors and atrocities that occurred during my war with Mithridates, the siege of Amisus caused me the greatest despair. The enemy commander who held the city saw that my forces must ultimately overwhelm him, so he engineered an escape by setting part of the city on fire. The fire distracted my men, held them back for a while, and concealed the movement of the enemy troops towards the sea, where they boarded ships and sailed away, leaving the city defenceless. When I realized the situation, I was determined to maintain the discipline of my troops. I gave orders that the fires should be extinguished and the city occupied in orderly fashion. But that was not what happened.

‘The men were restless after the long siege; they were full of pent-up fury, frustrated that the city had been taken without bloodshed and eager for plunder. My officers were unable to restrain them. They surged into the defenceless city, raping boys and women, killing old men to slake their bloodlust, toppling statues, smashing furniture, breaking anything that was breakable for the sheer joy of destruction. They were heedless of the fire; they even helped to spread it, for night had fallen and they wanted light to continue their rampage, so they lit torches and carelessly threw them aside, or even deliberately set houses and even people aflame. The destruction of Amisus was a long, bloody night of fire and chaos. I stood by and watched, unable to stop them.’

He gazed at the cherry a moment longer, then dropped it. It struck a paving stone and burst open with a spray of blood-red pulp. ‘Do you see, Gordianus? I meant to be Sulla; instead, I was Mummius.’

‘Even with the best intentions, each of us is helpless before the Fates,’ I said.

He nodded. ‘And something good did come of the siege of Amisus. I brought back to Rome this tree that bears the cherry they call Most-Precious-of-All.’

I heard a burst of laughter from the others. Eating their way from tree to tree, they had drawn nearer. ‘Your other guests will join us soon,’ I said. ‘If there was something else you wished to say to me . . .’

He nodded, drawn back to the moment. ‘Yes – yes, there is a matter I wish to discuss. Look there, Gordianus. Do you see that gardener at work across the way, tending to a rose bush?’

I peered past leaves and branches. The man was bent over, pruning the cane of a rose bush. The last rays of daylight glittered on his sharp blade.

‘I see him,’ I said, though because of the broad-brimmed hat he wore, I could see little of the man’s face except his grizzled jaw.

‘Do you remember earlier, Gordianus, when Archias quoted from the poem he’s composing for my triumph – that bit about the rebel general Varius?’

‘Of course: “Put no one-eyed man to the sword . . .” ’

‘Exactly. When Archias spoke those lines, a shadow crossed my face; you saw it.’

‘Perhaps.’

‘Don’t be coy, Gordianus! I felt your eyes on me. You notice things that others do not.’

‘Yes, Lucullus, I saw your reaction, and I wondered at it.’

‘The poem is accurate, up to a point. I wanted Marcus Varius to be captured alive, and he was. My men brought him before me in chains.’

‘You showed mercy to him.’

He flashed a joyless smile. ‘Not exactly. My intention was to keep him alive so that eventually he could be marched through the streets of Rome during my triumph. You know what happens to a captured enemy in such a procession; the people spit at him, curse him, pelt him with offal. And afterwards, like the traitor he was, Marcus Varius would be thrown from the Tarpeian Rock to his death.’

‘You speak as if none of this will happen.’

‘No; because Varius escaped. On my voyage home, just in sight of Sicily, somehow he slipped from his shackles, fought his way to the deck, and jumped overboard. We turned about and sailed after him, but the sun was in our eyes and we lost sight of him. The current was strong. The coast was a long way off, not impossible, perhaps, for a strong swimmer to reach, but Varius would have been weak from confinement, and one of my men was sure that he had wounded him; it seemed almost certain that Varius was swallowed by the sea and drowned.’

‘Have you received information to the contrary?’

‘Not even the slightest rumour. I know what you’re thinking: Varius was a man of considerable importance, with a bounty on his head and a distinguishing characteristic – his lack of one eye. If he did survive, he’s either fled beyond Rome’s reach, or buried himself in such obscurity that he might as well be dead.’

‘It would seem that either way – alive or dead – Varius is of no use to you now. You’ll have to do without him as an ornament for your triumph.’

Lucullus raised an eyebrow. ‘Cicero warned me of your penchant for sarcasm. But you strike to the heart of the matter. I spared the life of Varius for the specific purpose of bringing him back to Rome alive. He eluded me and thwarted my plans. I might as well have had the soldiers bring me his head on a pike, after all. And yet . . .’ He turned his attention again to the slave who was pruning the rose bushes. ‘You, there! Gardener!’

The man stopped what he was doing and looked up. When he saw who spoke, he quickly lowered his head, so that his eyes were hidden by the brim of his hat; I never quite saw his face. ‘Yes, Master?’ he called.

‘Come here.’

The gardener shuffled towards us, keeping his head bowed.

‘There, that’s close enough,’ said Lucullus. The man was still several paces distant. ‘How long have you been here, working in my gardens?’

‘Only since the start of spring, Master. I was purchased in Athens by one of your agents and brought here to tend to your roses. It’s what I’ve done all my life, Master – tend to roses.’ The man spoke passable Latin with a Greek accent. He continued to avert his gaze, as if awed by his master.

‘What is your name?’ said Lucullus. ‘Yes, yes, I know I’ve asked you before, but tell me again.’

‘Motho, Master.’ The man fiddled nervously with the pruning knife in his hand.

‘Let me see your face.’

Motho lifted his chin. He blinked and squinted as the last ray of the sun struck his single eye; the other eye was missing. The injury had long ago healed over. Scarred flesh covered the place where the eye should have been.

‘How did you lose that eye, Motho?’ said Lucullus. His voice was oddly flat.

The man sighed. He had told this story before. ‘It happened a long time ago, Master. Pricked it on a rose thorn. Seemed a small wound at first, but then it went bad. Had a fever for days; nearly died. In the end I got better – except for the eye.’

Lucullus nodded. ‘Go back to your work now . . . Motho.’

Looking relieved to be dismissed, the man shuffled back to the rose bush.

Lucullus seized my elbow in a grip far stronger than necessary and pulled me into the deep shadows beneath the cherry tree. ‘Did you see, Gordianus?’

‘See what?’

‘He has but one eye!’

‘So I noticed. What of it?’

Lucullus lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘His face – it’s no longer the same. Different somehow – leaner, more lined . . . but a man can change his face if he has a will to. And his voice is different, I must admit – but anyone can pretend to speak with an accent . . .’

‘What are you saying, Lucullus?’

‘That slave, the gardener who calls himself Motho – I’m almost certain the man is actually . . . Marcus Varius.’

‘What? Surely not! Can’t you tell for certain, simply by looking at him?’

‘Eyes are unreliable; eyes deceive a man. There is that other faculty, which Antiochus postulates, a sense of knowing—’

‘It hardly seems likely that Varius would escape from your clutches only to turn up as a rose-tender in your garden, Lucullus.’ I almost laughed, but the look on his face stopped me. He was dead serious. ‘Surely there must be men who knew Varius here in Rome, before he turned traitor and joined Sertorius, men who could identify him without any doubt. Round up a few such fellows and ask them to have a look at this Motho—’

‘I’ve already done that, Gordianus.’

‘And the result?’

‘To a man, they deny that this fellow is Marcus Varius.’

‘Well, then . . .’

‘They’re lying! Or else by some trickery Varius has deceived them.’

I shook my head. ‘I don’t understand. What makes you think he’s Varius?’

‘I don’t think it. I know it. The knowledge came to me in a flash, the moment I laid eyes on the man. It must be as Antiochus says: we have a faculty for discerning truth from falsehood, which comes from a source not limited to the five senses, or to what we call reason. That man is Marcus Varius. I simply know it!’

I looked at the gardener across the way. He was stooped over, still pruning the rose bush despite the failing light. I felt a prickle of dread, imagining the end to which Lucullus’ wild notion might lead, if he was determined to pursue it. ‘Lucullus, is this why you invited me here today – to ask me about this man, and any . . . uncertainty . . . regarding his identity?’

‘I know the circumstances are strange, Gordianus, very strange. But I haven’t yet told you the strangest thing, which even I can’t account for.’

My sense of dread increased. Above the pounding of my heart I heard the laughter of the other guests, who were now quickly moving to join us; I saw them as shadows converging upon us in the twilight. ‘What is it, Lucullus?’ I whispered.

‘This fellow who calls himself Motho – do you remember which of his eyes is missing? Think carefully!’

‘I don’t need to think,’ I said. ‘I just saw him. It’s his right eye that’s missing.’

‘Are you certain of that, Gordianus?’

I narrowed my eyes. I conjured the man’s face in memory. ‘Absolutely certain. He has no right eye.’

The expression on Lucullus’ face was ghastly. ‘And yet, always before, Varius was missing his left eye. Now here he is, pretending to be this slave Motho, and as you yourself can testify, he’s missing his right eye. How can that be, Gordianus? How can such a thing be?’

 

‘How I should love to have been there, Gordianus! Tell me again about those cherries.’ My good friend Lucius Claudius smiled wanly and gestured to the slave behind him to recommence wafting a long pole surmounted by a fan of peacock feathers, so as to stir the sluggish air. We reclined on couches beneath the shade of a fig tree in Lucius Claudius’ garden at his house on the Palatine Hill. The weather was much warmer than the previous day.

My dear friend, always portly, was heavier than I had ever seen him; his complexion, always ruddy, had become alarmingly florid. His orange curls hung limply over his forehead, and his breathing, even at rest, was slightly laboured. It was now some fourteen years since I first met him; time had begun to take a toll on him. It struck me that a rich meal such as the one Lucullus had served the previous day was the last thing Lucius Claudius needed.

‘You’ve not tasted Lucullus’ cherries?’ I said.

‘Never! I’ve heard about them, of course, and about how fabulous the house and the gardens are; but I’ve not yet been invited. Imagine that! Gordianus the Finder has trumped me on the social front! I’m really quite envious. But then, I’ve never felt at home in the rarefied intellectual circle of the Lucullus brothers; all that arty-farty philosophical blather rather puts me off my wine. And I seldom stray far from my own house anyway, these days. The litter-bearers complain that I’ve become too heavy for them to carry up and down the Seven Hills.’

‘They do not!’

‘Not out loud, perhaps; but I hear them wheezing and grumbling. And now that the warm weather has begun, it’s too hot to go out. I shall settle here under the shade of this fig tree and stay put until autumn.’

‘What about your Etruscan estate? You love it in the summer.’

He sighed. ‘I should give it to you, Gordianus. Would you like a farm to retreat to?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous! What do I know about farming?’

‘Yet you constantly complain of the indignities of city life. Perhaps I should leave the farm to you in my will.’

‘I’m touched, Lucius, but you’ll probably outlive me by a good ten years.’ I said this lightly, but felt a prick of anxiety that Lucius should speak of wills; did he feel unwell? ‘Besides, you’re changing the subject. I was hoping you could tell me a bit more about Lucullus.’ Lucius Claudius was always a fountain of gossip, especially about the movers and shakers of the ruling class.

A mischievous glint lit his eyes. ‘Ah, let me think. Well, for one thing, it sounds as if Cato rather glossed over the matter of Lucullus’ father and his scandalous end.’

‘Yes, I was wondering about that.’ Twice at the banquet I had seen a shadow cross Lucullus’ face: first, when Archias recited his lines about the capture of one-eyed Varius, and then again, when Cato told the anecdote about Lucullus’ father. ‘It seems rather extreme that the elder Lucullus should have been exiled simply because his campaign against the slave revolt in Sicily stalled.’

‘Oh, his offence was much more serious than merely losing a battle or two! When the Senate recalled the elder Lucullus from his command, it was his subsequent behaviour that was so unforgivable – and quite inexplicable as well, at least to those who knew him, because the elder Lucullus had always been a model of probity and even temper. You see, instead of doing the honourable thing, the normal thing, when he was recalled – leaving his provisions and maps and dossiers of information for the use of his successor – the elder Lucullus instead destroyed the whole lot. Smashed weapons, dumped stores of food in the sea, even burned maps and records of troop movements. It was most strange, because he’d never been known as a spiteful man; his personality was more like that of his sons, and you’ve seen how pleasant and easy-going they both are. That’s one reason his punishment was so controversial; many of his friends and allies here in Rome simply refused to believe that the elder Lucullus had done such a contemptible thing. But the proof was irrefutable, and the court unanimously condemned him of malversation and sent him into exile.’

‘How old were his sons at the time?’

‘Mere boys. Our Lucullus was probably no more than ten years old.’

‘His father’s trial must have been a terrible ordeal for him.’

‘I’m sure it was; yet eventually he turned it to his advantage. Instead of retreating from the world out of shame or bitterness, as soon as he was old enough Lucullus dug up some dirt on the man who’d prosecuted his father and brought the fellow to trial. Everyone knew it was a prosecution motivated by revenge, but many people still felt warmly towards the exiled Lucullus and they were proud to see his son so full of spirit. The prosecution failed – but Lucullus’ reputation was made.’

‘So I gathered.’

Lucius Claudius hummed and nodded. ‘Let’s see, what else can I tell you about Lucullus?’ He was lost in thought for a moment, then the mischievous glint returned to his eyes. ‘Well – since you don’t care to discuss my will – there’s the matter of Lucullus’. I don’t suppose that subject came up during the conversation?’

‘Lucullus’ will? No.’

‘Naturally; the one thing on everyone’s mind would be the one thing no one mentioned!’

‘Tell me more.’

‘Apparently, for the longest time, Lucullus had no will; he’s one of those fellows who thinks he’ll live forever. But just last month he drew up a will and left a copy in the keeping of the Vestal virgins. When a man as rich as Lucullus makes a will, that’s news. Of course, the copy was sealed, and no one is supposed to know the details, but . . .’

‘But you happen to have a titbit or two, nonetheless?’ I shook my head in wonder. How was it that Lucius Claudius, without ever leaving his garden, could know so much about the secret life of the city?

‘Well, this is only second hand, you understand, and there are no earth-shaking surprises. It’s rather what you might expect: his beloved younger brother Marcus is his principal heir, and is also named as the guardian of Lucullus’ son, if indeed the child Servilia is expecting turns out to be a male; if it’s a daughter, the child is left to the care of her mother and her mother’s family, which means her uncle Cato, I suppose.’

I nodded; my supposition that Servilia was pregnant was correct. ‘And Servilia? What sort of provision is made for her?’

‘Ah! As you may remember, Lucullus’ last marriage ended in an acrimonious divorce; they say he picked the wrong Clodia – as if there might be a right one!’ Lucius Claudius laughed at this little jest; each of the three Clodia sisters had become notorious for carrying on behind her husband’s back. ‘Right now, Lucullus is still very keen on Servilia, especially since she’s to give him a child. But Lucullus is wary; once burned, and all that. They say there are all sorts of provisions in the will to keep Servilia from getting so much as a sesterce if there should be the least hint of infidelity on her part.’

‘Has there been?’

Lucius Claudius raised an eyebrow. ‘She was known to have a wild streak when she was younger.’

‘Motherhood takes that out of some women.’

‘Perhaps. But you’ve seen the lady with your own two eyes. If she did wish to go fishing, she possesses all the right bait.’

‘She’s not to my taste, but I’ll take your word for it. It’s curious that Servilia seems so different from her brother. Cato is so prim, so proper.’

Lucius Claudius laughed. ‘For one thing, they’re only half-siblings; perhaps Servilia inherited her wild streak from her father. And you know what they say: one Stoic in the family is more than enough!’

I nodded. ‘Speaking of Cato, is he mentioned in the will – beyond his role as guardian to his prospective niece?’

‘Oh, yes, there’s quite a generous provision for him. Cato has been instrumental in pushing through the proposal for Lucullus’ triumph, and for that, Lucullus is grateful. The two have become staunch allies in the Senate; the new Gemini, some call them.’

‘Despite their differing philosophies?’

‘Opposites attract. Look at you and me, Gordianus; could two Romans be more different? Yet this very day I’ve decided to make you heir to my Etruscan farm.’

‘Stop jesting, Lucius! Your farm would be useless to me – except, perhaps, for the fine wine that comes from your vineyards, another cup of which I would gladly accept right now.’ Lucius clapped his hands; a slave came at once and refilled my cup. ‘What about Cicero?’

He nodded. ‘Also named in the will, and generously provided for. And Jupiter knows he could use the money, what with bankrolling his campaign for the consulship this year! Really, it’s a scandal how expensive it’s become to run for office. Cicero’s already been forced to borrow; he’s in debt not just to Lucullus but to several other of his wealthy friends.’

I nodded. ‘And the three A’s, Lucullus’ little coterie of Greek companions?’

‘All named in the will, in gratitude for their many years of loyalty and inspiration.’

I thought for a moment. ‘Let me understand what you’ve just told me, Lucius: Lucullus only recently made a will, and everyone who supped with him yesterday – except me – stands to profit enormously from his demise?’

Lucius frowned. ‘Is Lucullus in danger? Has he been threatened? I thought he called you there to investigate one of his gardeners, that one-eyed slave who, Lucullus imagines, is actually the fugitive traitor Varius.’

‘Yes, that was his ostensible reason for consulting me. Lucullus is utterly convinced of the man’s identity.’

‘Is such a thing possible?’

‘No. Motho can’t be Varius. For one thing, his missing eye is on the wrong side!’

‘You’re sure of that?’

‘I am. Only yesterday, Cicero reminded me that Sertorius had lost an eye on one side, his compatriot Varius an eye on the other; as Cicero put it, between them they possessed a full complement of eyes such as the rest of us take for granted. I know that Sertorius was missing his right eye – I once met the man myself – and so it follows that Varius was missing his left, as Lucullus himself asserts. Yet the gardener Motho is missing his right eye, and so cannot possibly be Varius. The most bizarre thing is that Lucullus knows this – yet remains convinced that Motho is Varius, nonetheless!’

‘Do you think that Lucullus could be the victim of some elaborate hoax?’

‘Towards what end?’

‘Perhaps someone is deliberately trying to confuse him, make him doubt his sanity, drive him to suicide. It may sound far-fetched, but have we not seen even subtler and more outrageous plots, Gordianus, especially when an estate as large as that of Lucullus is involved?’

I shook my head. ‘No, this delusion arose from Lucullus’ own mind; no one suggested it to him.’

‘I suppose you looked into Motho’s background?’

‘Of course. Away from Lucullus and the other guests, I questioned the slave at length; if he’s not a native Greek speaker for whom Latin is a second language, then he’s a better actor than the celebrated Roscius! I also questioned Lucullus’ agent, the man who purchased Motho in Athens for the express purpose of bringing him to Rome to tend to Lucullus’ roses. Motho was born a slave and has been a slave all his life. He started as a field hand for some wealthy Athenian, but with aptitude and hard work he eventually became a highly skilled gardener. There’s no reason to think he’s anyone other than he appears to be. Poor fellow!’

‘Why do you call him that?’

‘Because, unless someone can convince him of his error, Lucullus almost certainly intends to proceed as if Motho is Varius. The wretched slave will be dressed up like a captured general, marched through the streets of Rome, jeered at and humiliated, mercilessly beaten by guards, and finally thrown to his death from the Tarpeian Rock.’

‘Surely not! Wasn’t it the whole point of your visit, to verify the man’s identity and put Lucullus’ mind at rest?’

‘Quite the opposite; Lucullus expects me to find proof that Motho is Varius, despite all evidence to the contrary. To Hades with logic or common sense; he wants me to validate what he already “knows” – whether it’s true or not!’

‘Oh, dear. But if Lucullus tries to pass this gardener off as Varius, word will surely get out about the mistake that’s been made, if not before the triumph, then afterwards. Lucullus will become a laughing stock—’

‘And Motho will suffer a horrible death.’

‘The situation is mad!’ exclaimed Lucius.

‘And yet,’ I said, ‘Lucullus is hardly a madman. Madmen don’t conquer half of Asia, and build the most impressive gardens in Rome, and oversee vast financial empires – do they? Madmen don’t speak of saving cities for the greater good of posterity; they don’t love philosophy and art and culture.’

‘It’s all very strange. Unless . . .’

‘What are you thinking, Lucius?’

He looked at me shrewdly. ‘Exactly what you’re thinking, old friend. After all these years, can we not read one another’s thoughts? Sometimes sane men become mad – because of some horrible event, or because the gods chose to make them so, or simply as a side effect . . .’

I nodded. ‘Yes, exactly what I was thinking: a side effect. As we have observed over the years, there are many poisons, given in doses that stop short of killing the victim outright, that can cause a derangement of the mind. If someone named in Lucullus’ will has grown impatient, and has been making an effort to hurry him along . . .’

‘But all of Lucullus’ food is tasted in advance; he himself told you of his need for caution in that regard.’

‘And yet,’ I said, ‘if a man – or woman – were clever enough, and determined enough, that person might find a way to administer a poison even to a man as cautious and well-guarded as Lucullus.’

‘Clever and determined – that would certainly describe any member of Lucullus’ inner circle.’ Lucius gazed at me darkly, then grimaced and shook his head. ‘No, no, Gordianus, surely we’re mistaken! These aren’t cut throats and vipers we’re talking about. Men like Cicero and Cato do not resort to murder for personal advancement! Marcus most certainly loves his older brother; and so far as we know, Servilia loves her husband. As for the three A’s, each one is a genius in his own right. It’s absurd that we should sit here and ponder which of them might be a cold-blooded poisoner, especially when we can’t even say how a poison might be administered to Lucullus.’

His vehemence sobered me. ‘Perhaps you’re right, Lucius. I don’t wish to be reckless. Yet I can’t stand by and see an innocent man subjected to such a horrible fate.’

Lucius shrugged. ‘We don’t know for a fact that Lucullus is actually in danger, do we?’

‘I didn’t mean Lucullus! I meant the slave, Motho.’

‘Ah!’ he nodded dubiously. All in all, I loved Lucius Claudius dearly; but he was a creature of his patrician upbringing, trained from birth never to feel empathy for a slave, and he simply could not equate the fate of a man like Motho with that of a man like Lucullus. He looked at me shrewdly. ‘Perhaps there’s a poison involved, but without anyone intending there to be.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said.

‘Well, I’m wondering – how much do we actually know about these so-called cherries? Are they truly safe to eat?’

‘Surely they must be.’

‘Must they? We both know of plants which can affect a man strangely. Some of them, when ingested, or burned and inhaled, can cause lightheadedness, or flights of fancy, or even hallucinations. Did you not discover that for yourself once, Gordianus, when my friend Cornelia retained your services because she was haunted by lemures?’

Even after so many years, I shivered, remembering that episode. ‘But all of us ate the cherries, not just Lucullus. And while the fruit may be new to Rome, it’s been known for generations in its native region. If eating cherries could cause hallucinations or delusions, I think Lucullus would know.’

‘Yes, I suppose you’re right.’ Lucius smiled wanly, and I could see that he was growing tired. ‘This is good, Gordianus – to sit and ponder with you like this. It reminds me of the affair which first brought us together; that, too, involved a will, and what appeared to be a resurrection from the dead. And here we are again, come full circle, and alpha meets omega.’

I frowned. ‘Alpha is the beginning, and omega is the end. What are you implying, Lucius Claudius?’

He sighed. ‘We are all getting older, Gordianus. I know I am.’ He looked at me plaintively.

‘Nonsense! You’ll live to be a hundred!’ I invested the words with as much enthusiasm as I could muster, but even to my ears they rang false.

 

A hoax? A poison? Or something else?

As I mused on the problem of Lucullus and his strange belief, my suspicions increasingly centred on the three A’s.

It was the poet Archias who had first mentioned Varius at the supper, causing a shadow to cross Lucullus’ face. Did Archias refer to Varius merely by chance, or did he know of his patron’s belief regarding the gardener, and wished deliberately to disconcert him? Was it possible that Archias had suggested the idea to Lucullus in the first place? Poets could induce an idea in a listener by using words that carried meanings beyond the obvious.

It was Antiochus the philosopher who had convinced Lucullus of the existence of some organ of perception which could discern truth from falsehood without resorting to accepted methods of logic and deduction. Such a belief reinforced Lucullus’ tenacious insistence that Motho was Varius, despite the evidence of his own eyes and his own memory. Did the philosopher have some other, more direct connection to Lucullus’ delusion?

And what of the artist Arcesislaus? While the rest of the company had engaged in spirited conversation, he had kept quiet and watched, wearing an enigmatic expression. His smug silence and lack of sociability aroused my suspicion.

Lucullus had given me permission to wander his estate and to talk to any of his guests or slaves. The next day, I took a stroll through his gardens, delighting in the scent of roses. I came upon Motho, who was on his hands and knees mulching one of the bushes. He lifted his head at the sound of my footsteps; because his empty, scarred eye socket was towards me, he had to turn his face to an awkward angle to get a glimpse of me. The posture was grotesque; he looked like a hunchback or some other malformed unfortunate. I felt a stab of pity, and yet, at the same time, I seemed to detect something almost sinister about the man. Had Lucullus experienced the same reaction – a natural shiver of distaste for another’s misfortune – and allowed it to become an obsession, crowding out all reason? Or had Lucullus genuinely detected some menace in the presence of Motho? We seldom sense danger by means of reason; the realization comes to us more swiftly than that, and with indisputable conviction. What if Lucullus was right? What if Motho was, by whatever dark magic could make such a thing possible, the same man as Marcus Varius? To embrace such an idea was to relinquish the bonds of reason. That way lay madness, surely . . .

I gazed down into the one good eye of Motho, and came to my senses. He was nothing more than he appeared: a clever, hardworking man who had suffered the misfortune of being born into slavery, and then the further misfortune of losing an eye, and who now faced the ultimate misfortune of dying a horrible death to satisfy another man’s deluded whim. It was to Motho that I owed the truth, even more than I owed it to Lucullus in exchange for the fee he had agreed to pay me. Silently, I vowed that I would not fail him.

I turned away and strode towards the house. On another of the garden paths, glimpsed through leafy foliage, I saw Lucullus’ brother, Marcus, strolling beside Archias. They passed a little statue of the rampant god Priapus. ‘Out of scale, isn’t he?’ said Marcus. ‘Too small to fit that space?’

‘Godhead is known from deeds, not size or shape,’ the poet uttered in his usual declamatory singsong. Did he always speak in epigrams?

I drew near to the house. Through an open window I was able to see into the main room of Lucullus’ library, which was almost as talked about in Rome as the gardens or the Apollo Room. Lucullus had assembled the largest collection of scrolls this side of Alexandria; scholars and bibliophiles came from distant lands for the privilege of reading his books. Through the window I saw row upon row of upright bookcases, their pigeon holes stuffed with scrolls. Pacing back and forth before the window was Cicero, who moved his lips slightly as he pored over a tattered scroll; occasionally he lowered the scroll, gazed into the middle distance, and uttered disconnected phrases – ‘Sons of Romulus, I beseech you!’ and ‘I come not to challenge a rival, but to save Rome from a scoundrel!’ and so on. I gathered he was studying some treatise on oratory and cribbing rhetorical flourishes to use in his campaign against Catilina.

At the far end of the room, Cato and Antiochus stood in a doorway, talking in whispers. Cato uttered an exclamation and tapped a rolled scroll against Antiochus’ chest for emphasis. Antiochus threw back his head and laughed. Cicero stopped his pacing and shushed them loudly.

I followed the pathway that circled the house. A short flight of steps brought me to the terrace outside the Apollo Room. The doors were open. I stepped inside. The sunlight on the terrace had dazzled me, so that the room appeared dark; for a long moment I thought I was alone, until I realized otherwise.

‘Do you mind? You’re blocking my light.’

It was Arcesislaus the artist who spoke, looking at me over his shoulder with a petulant expression. He stood before the long wall that boasted the painting of Apollo and his gifts to mankind. I smelled the singular odour of encaustic wax and saw that Arcesislaus was working with a thin blade and a palette of pigments, applying a new layer of coloured wax over the existing one.

‘And you’re blocking my view,’ said a feminine voice. I turned about and saw Servilia, who reclined on a couch near the door to the terrace. Apparently, I had wandered into her line of sight and was blocking her view of the artist’s handiwork – or was it her view of the artist himself ?

I stepped to one side. ‘You’re reworking part of the painting?’

Arcesislaus made a face that indicated that he did not care to explain himself, but finally sighed and gave me a curt nod. ‘Yes; Lucullus wants cherries. He’s decided that cherries must have been created by Apollo – “Greatest of all the god’s gifts!” he says – and so cherries must appear in this painting.’

‘Where is Lucullus, by the way?’ I said.

Servilia answered. ‘My husband is out in the orchard now, eating more cherries. He’s mad for them; cherry-mad!’ She laughed – rather unpleasantly, I thought.

Arcesislaus stared at the painting, arms crossed, brooding. ‘ “Here, in this corner,” he told me. “A cherry tree, if you please.” Never mind that it completely unbalances the composition. I’ll have to add some new element to that other corner, as well. More work for me!’

‘But isn’t that what you artists live for – to work?’

He snorted. ‘That’s a misconception commonly held by those who possess no talent. Like any sane man, I prefer leisure – and pleasure – to working.’ Did he steal a look at Servilia, or simply look beyond me? ‘I sculpt and I paint because Lucullus pays me to do so, and very handsomely.’

‘Money matters a great deal to you?’

He gave me a withering glance. ‘I’m no different from any other man! Except for my ability to do this.’ He scraped the blade against a daub of red wax on the palette, touched the blade to the painting, and as if by magic a cherry appeared, so glossy and plump that it made my mouth water.

‘Remarkable!’ I said.

He smiled begrudgingly, pleased by the compliment. ‘There’s a trick to it – painting cherries. I could paint cherries all day long.’ He laughed, as if at some private joke. Servilia laughed as well.

A chill ran up my spine. I looked from the face of Arcesislaus to the face of Apollo – his self-portrait, there could be no doubt, for man and god shared the same sardonic smile. I thought of how merciless, selfish, and cruel the god could be, in spite of his beauty.

I looked at the palette of pigmented wax. Not all paints were so thick. Other techniques called for paints that were quite thin, hardly more than coloured water. With a thin liquid and a tiny horsehair brush, one could paint cherries – or paint cherries . . .

I backed out of the Apollo Room, on to the terrace, then turned and ran to the cherry orchard.

Lucullus was where I expected to find him, seated on a folding chair beneath the tree that bore the cherries called Most-Precious-of-All. As I approached, I saw him reach up, pluck a cherry, gaze at it admiringly, and then lower it towards his open mouth.

‘No!’ I shouted. ‘Don’t eat it!’

He turned his head, but continued to lower the cherry towards his lips – until I knocked it from his hand.

‘Gordianus! What in Hades do you think you’re doing?’

‘Saving your life, quite possibly. Or perhaps just your sanity.’

‘What are you talking about? This is outrageous!’

‘What was it you said to me about these cherries? So fragile they can be eaten only beneath the tree – which gives them a more practical advantage, that they can’t have been poisoned.’

‘Yes; they’re the only things I ever eat without having a taster test them first.’

‘And yet, they could be poisoned, here on the tree.’

‘But how? No one could soak them, or cut them open, or . . .’ He shook his head. ‘I didn’t call on your services for the purpose of finding a poisoner, Gordianus. I require of you one single task, and that regards—’

‘They could be painted,’ I said. ‘What if someone diluted a poison, and with a brush applied the solution to the cherries while they yet hang on the branch? You might consume only a little at a time, but eventually, considering how many of these cherries you’ve eaten—’

‘But Gordianus, I have suffered no ill effects. My digestion is fine; my lungs are clear; my eyes are bright.’

But your mind is deranged, I wanted to say – but how could one say such a thing to a man like Lucullus? I would have to find another way; I would have to go round about, perhaps approach Marcus and win him over, make him see that his older brother needed looking after. Yes, I thought, that was the answer, considering how famously close was the bond between the two brothers. A very public family tragedy had struck them early in life; sometimes such an event drives a wedge between siblings, but quite the opposite had occurred with the brothers Lucullus. Their father’s self-destructive behaviour had very nearly ruined them, but together they had regained the city’s respect and made a name for themselves that exceeded anything their ancestors had achieved. One might even say that Lucullus owed his success to the failure of his father – that he owed everything to his father . . .

Then I saw, in a flash, that cherries had nothing to do with Lucullus’ dilemma. The will, yes – but not the cherries . . .

A slave, hearing his master’s voice raised, appeared and stood at a respectful distance, a quizzical look on his face.

‘Go find your master’s brother. Ask him to come here,’ I said.

The slave looked to Lucullus, who peered at me for a long moment, then nodded. ‘Do as this man requests. Bring Marcus only – no one else.’

While we waited, neither of us spoke. Lucullus moved his eyes here and there, never meeting my gaze.

Marcus appeared. ‘What’s this? The slave told me he heard raised voices, an argument, and then Gordianus asked for me.’

‘He seems to think that my beloved cherries have been poisoned somehow,’ muttered Lucullus.

‘Yes, but that was a false notion,’ I said. ‘And realizing that it was false, I gave it up. If only you could do the same, Lucullus.’

‘This is about Motho, isn’t it?’ said Marcus, regarding his brother with a pained look.

‘Call him by his true name – Varius!’ cried Lucullus.

‘Why did you recently decide to write a will?’ I said. The two brothers both looked at me sharply, taken aback at the change of subject.

‘What a peculiar question to ask!’ said Lucullus.

‘For many years you had no will. You were far from Rome, fighting battles, accumulating a vast fortune and repeatedly putting your life at risk. Yet you saw no cause to write a will then.’

‘Because I thought I’d live forever! Men cling to the illusion of immortality for as long as they can,’ said Lucullus. ‘I think Archias once wrote a poem on the subject. Shall I summon him to deliver an epigram?’

‘ “The closer I cut to the bone, the more he laughs, denying all danger,” ’ I said, quoting Ennius. ‘How’s that for a suitable epigram?’

‘What are you talking about?’ snapped Marcus. But the tremor in his voice gave him away; he was beginning to see the train of my thoughts.

‘You encouraged him to write a will. Didn’t you?’

Marcus stared at me for a long moment, then lowered his eyes. ‘Yes. The time had come.’

‘Because of a change in Lucullus’ health? Because of some other threat to his life?’

‘Not exactly.’ Marcus sighed. ‘Dear brother, he knows. There’s no use hiding the truth from him.’

‘He knows nothing. There is nothing to know!’ said Lucullus. ‘I have employed Gordianus for a single purpose: to prove to the world, and to you, Marcus, that I am not mistaken in what I know about Varius, or Motho, or whatever we should call him. I know what I know, and the world must be made to know it, too!’

‘Did your father say things like that, after he was recalled from Sicily and made to stand trial?’ I said, as gently as I could.

Marcus drew a deep breath. ‘Similar things, yes. He had strange notions; he fixated upon impossible ideas that no one could talk him out of. His emotions became inappropriate, his logic inexplicable, his behaviour unpredictable. It began in a small way, but grew, until towards the end there was almost nothing left of the man we had known. There was only the slightest hint of the change before he left to take up the command in Sicily – so slight, no one really noticed it at the time, but only in retrospect. By the time he returned to Rome and stood trial, the change was obvious to those closest to him – our mother, our uncles. My brother and I were mere children, of course; we had no way of understanding. It was a very difficult time for everyone. We spoke of it only within the family. It became a source of shame to us, greater than the shame of my father’s conviction and exile.’

‘A family secret,’ I said. ‘Had such a thing happened before, in earlier generations?’

‘Don’t answer, Marcus!’ said Lucullus. ‘He has no right to ask such a question.’

Unheeding, Marcus nodded. ‘Something similar befell our father’s father. An early dotage, a softening of the wits; we think it must be a kind of a malady that passes from father to son, a coiled serpent in the mind that waits to strike until a man is at the peak of his powers.’

‘All supposition!’ snapped Lucullus. ‘Just as likely, it was the harassment of his enemies that drove our father to distraction, not some affliction from within.’

‘As you see, Gordianus, my brother has always preferred to deny the truth of this matter,’ said Marcus. ‘He denied it concerning our father. He denies it now, when it begins to concern himself.’

‘And yet,’ I said, ‘he acceded to writing a will when you urged him to – now, rather than later, when his faculties may have eroded to a greater degree. That indicates to me that at some level, Lucullus knows the truth of what’s happening to him, even if he continues outwardly to deny it. Is that not so, Lucullus?’

He gazed at me angrily, than his features gradually softened. His eyes glistened. A tear ran down one cheek. ‘I have led an honourable life. I have served Rome to the very best of my ability. I have been generous to my friends, forgiving to my enemies. I love life dearly. At last, I am about to have a child! Why must this shameful fate befall me? If the child is a son, will it befall him as well? My body is still strong; I may live many years yet. What’s to become of me in the time I have left, if I lose my senses? Have the gods no mercy?’

I looked upon Lucullus and shivered. I saw a man surrounded by opulence beyond measure, at the summit of his career, adored by the multitude, beloved by his friends – yet utterly alone. Lucullus possessed everything and nothing, because he had no future.

‘The gods have much to answer for,’ I said quietly. ‘But while you still can, you must struggle against your delusions, especially those which pose a danger to others. Renounce this idea you have about Motho, Lucullus. Say it aloud, so that Marcus can hear.’

His face became a tragedy mask. The struggle within him was so great that he trembled. Marcus, weeping more openly than his brother, gripped his arm to steady him.

‘Motho . . . is not Varius. There, I’ve said it! Though every fibre of my being tells me it’s a lie, I’ll say it again: Motho is not Varius.’

‘Say that you won’t harm him,’ I whispered.

Lucullus shut his eyes tightly and clenched his fists. ‘I shall not harm him!’

I turned and left the brothers alone, to find what comfort they could beneath the branches of the cherry tree called Most-Precious-of-All.

 

So I came to taste my first cherry; so I made the acquaintance of Lucullus, to whom I never spoke again.

The months that followed marked the pinnacle of a life which, to any outsider, must have appeared especially blessed by the gods. Lucullus celebrated a magnificent triumph (at which the rebel general Varius did not appear). Also, a son was born to him, healthy and whole. Lucullus named the boy Marcus, and was said to dote upon him shamelessly. His marriage to Servilia was less happy; he eventually accused her of adultery and divorced her. Whether the charge was true, or the result of a delusion, I never knew.

Those months brought other changes, some very sad. Our conversation about Lucullus was one of my last encounters with my dear friend, Lucius Claudius, who fell dead one autumn afternoon in the Forum, clutching his chest. To my astonishment, Lucius did make me heir to his Etruscan farm – he had not been jesting that day in his garden. At about the same time, Cicero defeated Catilina and won his campaign for the consulship, making him a New Man among the nobility – the first of his family to attain Rome’s highest office. Of my move to the Etruscan countryside, and of the great and tragic events of Cicero’s consulship, I have written elsewhere.

An era of enormous tumult was beginning. Steadfast Republicans like Cicero and Cato desperately looked to Lucullus, with his immense wealth and prestige, to rise up as a bulwark against the looming ambitions of warlords like Caesar and Pompey. Lucullus failed to meet their expectations. Instead he withdrew more and more from public life into an existence of sensual pleasure and seclusion. People said Lucullus had lost his ambition. Conventional wisdom presumed he had been corrupted by Greek philosophy and Asian luxury. Few knew that his mind had begun rapidly to fail, for Lucullus and Marcus did everything possible to hide that fact for as long as they could.

By the time of his death, several years after I met him, Lucullus was as helpless as a baby, completely under the care of his brother. A curious rumour attended his demise: one of his beloved cherry trees had died, and Lucullus, denied the delicacy he most desired, had lost the will to live.

Lucullus had faded from the scene, but the people of Rome recalled his glory days and reacted strongly to his death. Great funeral games were held, with gladiatorial contests and re-enactments on a massive scale of some of his more famous victories. During the period of public mourning, his gardens were opened to the public. I braved the crowds for the chance to see them again. If anything, the exotic flowers were more beautiful and the foliage more luxuriant than I remembered.

Escaping from the crowd to walk down a secluded pathway, I came upon a gardener on all fours, tending to a rose bush. The slave heard my approach and glanced up at me with his single eye. I smiled, recognizing Motho. I thought he might recognize me in return, but he said nothing, and with hardly a pause he went back to what he was doing.

I walked on, surrounded by the smell of roses.
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B.C.

	
110

	
Gordianus born at Rome


	
 

	
108

	
Catilina born


	
 

	
106

	
Cicero born near Arpinum (3 January); Bethesda born at Alexandria


	
 

	
100

	
Julius Caesar born (traditional date)


	
 

	
90

	
Events of ‘The Alexandrian Cat’‡ Gordianus meets the philosopher Dio and Bethesda in Alexandria Eco born at Rome


	
 

	
84

	
Catullus born near Verona


	
 

	
82–80

	
 Dictatorship of Sulla


	
 

	
80

	
Roman Blood (May); the trial of Sextus Roscius, with Cicero defending

‘Death Wears a Mask’‡ (15–16 September)

Bethesda tells Gordianus ‘The Tale of the Treasure House’‡ (summer)


	
 

	
79

	
Meto born


	
 

	
78

	
Sulla dies

‘A Will Is a Way’‡ (18–28 May); Gordianus meets Lucius Claudius ‘The Lemures’‡ (October) Julius Caesar captured by pirates (winter)


	
 

	
77

	
‘Little Caesar and the Pirates’‡ (spring/August); Gordianus meets Belbo

‘The Consul’s Wife’*

‘If a Cyclops Could Vanish in the Blink of an Eye’*

‘The Disappearance of the Saturnalia Silver’‡ (December)


	
 

	
76

	
‘King Bee and Honey’‡ (late April)

‘The White Fawn’* (summer–autumn)


	
 

	
75

	
‘Something Fishy in Pompeii’*

‘Archimedes’ Tomb’*

‘Death by Eros’*


	
 

	
74

	
Oppianicus is tried and convicted on numerous charges

Gordianus tells Lucius Claudius the story of ‘The Alexandrian Cat’‡ (summer)


	
 

	
73

	
‘The House of the Vestals’‡ (spring)

‘A Gladiator Dies Only Once’* (June and after)

Spartacus slave revolt begins (September)


	
 

	
72

	
Oppianicus is murdered

Arms of Nemesis (September); the murder of Lucius Licinius at Baiae


	
 

	
71

	
Final defeat of Spartacus (March)


	
 

	
70

	
Gordiana (Diana) born to Gordianus and Bethesda at Rome (August)

‘Poppy and the Poisoned Cake’*

Virgil born


	
 

	
67

	
Pompey clears the seas of piracy


	
 

	
64

	
‘The Cherries of Lucullus’* (spring)

Gordianus moves to the Etruscan farm (autumn)


	
 

	
63

	
Catilina’s Riddle (story begins 1

June 63, epilogue ends August 58); the consulship of Cicero and the conspiracy of Catilina


	
 

	
60

	
Titus and Titania (the Twins) born to Eco and Menenia at Rome (spring)

Caesar, Pompey, and Crassus form the First Triumvirate


	
 

	
56

	
The Venus Throw (January to 5 April); the murder of the philosopher Dio


	
 

	
55

	
Pompey builds the first permanent theatre in Rome


	
 

	
52

	
A Murder on the Appian Way (18

January to April); the murder of

Clodius and the burning of the Senate House

Aulus born to Diana and Davus at Rome (October)


	
 

	
49

	
Rubicon (January to March); Caesar crosses the Rubicon River and civil war begins

Last Seen in Massilia (late summer to autumn); Trebonius, under Caesar’s command, lays siege to Massilia


	
 

	
48

	
A Mist of Prophecies (story begins 9 August); Gordianus investigates the death of the woman known as Cassandra

Caesar defeats Pompey at Pharsalus (9 August) and pursues him to Egypt

The Judgement of Caesar (story begins 27 September); Gordianus travels to Egypt; Caesar arrives in Alexandria where he confronts the royal siblings, Cleopatra and Ptolemy


	
 

	
47

	
Bethesda is born to Diana and Davus at Rome

Ptolemy Caesar (Caesarion) is born to Cleopatra (23 June)


	
 

	
44

	
Caesar is assassinated at Rome (15 March)







HISTORICAL NOTES

 



 

‘The Consul’s Wife’ grew out of two desires: to deal with Sempronia, one of the more remarkable women of her age, and to explore the role of the chariot race at this period of the Roman Republic. No one who saw the movie Ben-Hur as a child could ever forget the spectacular chariot race staged (long before the advent of computer-generated images) with live riders and horses and an audience of thousands. Ben-Hur left indelible images in my mind; for further research, I turned to Sport in Greece and Rome by H. A. Harris (Thames and Hudson/Cornell University Press, 1972), a very British take on Roman racing and gambling that includes an amusing list of translated Latin names for actual horses.

The Daily Acts referred to in the story actually existed, as we know from references to the Acta Diurna in Cicero and Petronius; my use of the Daily Acts owes a debt to a very funny but painfully dated hard-boiled mystery titled The Julius Caesar Murder Case by Wallace Irwin, published in 1935, in which the intrepid ‘reporter’ Manny (short for Manlius) snoops out trouble along the Tiber.

As for Sempronia, readers may learn more about her in Sallust’s Conspiracy of Catiline, which gives an intriguing description of her pedigree, character and motives; not only did she play a small role in that conspiracy, but she was the mother of Decimus Brutus, who with the more famous Junius Brutus was one of the assassins of Caesar. In an early draft of my novel Catilina’s Riddle, I wrote a lengthy passage describing her, which I later decided to cut; I was glad to be able to return to Sempronia in ‘The Consul’s Wife.’ ‘That she was a daughter of Gaius Gracchus is unlikely,’ writes Erich Gruen in The Last Generation of the Roman Republic (University of California Press, 1974), but it is intriguing to speculate that Sempronia might nonetheless have been a descendant of that radical firebrand of the late Republic who was murdered by the ruling class and achieved the status of a populist martyr.

‘If a Cyclops Could Vanish in the Blink of an Eye’ reflects on the domestic life of Gordianus. Cats were still something of a novelty in Rome at this time, and not universally welcomed. The cultural clash of East and West, as exemplified by the different worldviews of Gordianus and the Egyptian-born Bethesda, will increasingly become a part of the fabric of cosmopolitan Roman life, as the emerging world capital attracts new people and new ideas from the faraway lands drawn into her orbit.

Of all the historical incidents between Roman Blood and Arms of Nemesis, the most notable is the revolt of Sertorius; ‘The White Fawn’ tells his story. The fabulous tale of the white fawn is given in several sources, including Plutarch’s biography of the rebel general. The discontent of those who flocked to Sertorius’ side presages the growing discord in Rome, where a series of escalating disruptions will eventually climax in the civil wars that put an end to the republic forever.

In 2000, on a book tour to Portugal, my publisher arranged a private tour of the excavations of a garum manufactory located directly beneath a bank building in downtown Lisbon (ancient Olisipo); that experience inspired me to take Gordianus to such a manufactory, and to uncover ‘Something Fishy in Pompeii.’ Readers craving a taste of garum can make their own; consult A Taste of Ancient Rome by Ilaria Gozzini Giacosa (University of Chicago Press, 1992), which gives the recipe of Gargilius Martialis, who wrote in the third century A.D.

How Hiero, tyrant of Syracuse, put a puzzle to the inventor Archimedes, who solved it in a bathtub with the cry ‘Eureka!’, is a famous tale from the ancient world. When I came across Cicero’s claim (in his Tusculan Disputations) to have rediscovered the neglected tomb of Archimedes, I decided there must be a mystery yarn to be made from such material, and so ‘Archimedes’ Tomb’ came to be written. The sixteenth idyll of Theocritus, extolling the good government of Hiero’s reign, makes an interesting contrast to Cicero’s own Verrine Orations, which exposed rampant corruption and mismanagement in the Roman-run Sicily of his own time.

Reading Theocritus during my research for ‘Archimedes’ Tomb,’ I came across the poet’s twenty-third idyll, which became the inspiration for ‘Death by Eros.’ The details of the spurned lover, the cold-hearted boy, the suicide, the pool and the statue of Eros are all from Theocritus. In his version, death is the result of divine, not human, vengeance; I turned the poet’s moral fable into a murder mystery. ‘Death by Eros’ was originally written for Yesterday’s Blood: An Ellis Peters Memorial Anthology (Headline, 1998), in which various authors paid homage to the late creator of Brother Cadfael. In that book, I noted that the story’s theme ‘would be familiar to Ellis Peters, who frequently cast lovers (secret and otherwise) among her characters. In her tales, for the most part, love is vindicated and lovers triumph; would that it could have been so for the various lovers in this story.’

Having never written at any length about gladiators, I decided to do so with ‘A Gladiator Dies Only Once.’ The financial and critical success of the movie Gladiator was something of a puzzle to me (inspiring me to post my own review of the film at my Web site), but the timeless fascination of the gladiator cannot be denied. Not all Romans craved the sight of bloodshed in the arena (Cicero found the combats distasteful); nonetheless, the distinctly Roman tradition that linked blood sports with funeral games eventually grew into a cultural mania. Centuries later, these gruesome enterprises continue to puzzle us, prick at our conscience and tickle our prurient interest.

‘Poppy and the Poisoned Cake’ was written at the height of the Clinton impeachment scandal; hence its cynical flavour. The details of the crime can be found in Valerius Maximus (5.9.1) and are further explicated in Gruen’s The Last Generation of the Roman Republic (particularly on page 527). Cicero’s quip regarding the piece of cake is recounted by Plutarch; that I have tied it to this particular case is an exercise of artistic licence. (Small-world titbit: the Palla in this story is the same Palla whose property was said to have been stolen by Marcus Caelius; that accusation was one of the counts against Caelius, along with the murder of an Egyptian envoy, in the trial at the centre of my novel The Venus Throw. The ruling class of Gordianus’ Rome was a very tight-knit community, indeed.)

‘The Cherries of Lucullus’ was inspired, in a roundabout way, by a reader in Germany, Stefan Cramme, who maintains a Web site about fiction set in Ancient Rome (www.histrom.de). When my editor told me a new paperback edition of Roman Blood would be forthcoming, giving me a chance to correct any small errors in the book, I contacted Cramme, whose knowledge of ancient Rome is encyclopedic, and asked him to ‘do his worst.’ Cramme informed me of an anachronism, which until then seemed to have slipped past every other reader: in Roman Blood, in a moment of erotic reverie, Gordianus commented that Bethesda’s lips were ‘like cherries.’ Alas, as Cramme pointed out, most historians agree that cherries did not appear in Rome until they were brought back from the Black Sea region by the returning general Lucullus around 66 B.C. – fourteen years after the action of Roman Blood. Since it appeared unlikely that Gordianus could have used cherries as a simile, I amended that reference. In current paperback editions of Roman Blood, Bethesda’s lips are likened not to cherries but to pomegranates – an echo, perhaps not entirely fortunate, of a line uttered by the wicked Nefretiri (Anne Baxter) to taunt Moses (Charlton Heston) in the campy film classic The Ten Commandments.

No historical novelist likes to be found in error, and the problem of cherries at Rome continued to nag at me. I did further research into the diffusion of cherries around the Mediterranean, and discovered that the sources are not entirely unanimous in asserting that cherries were unknown in Rome prior to Lucullus’ return from the Black Sea region, and so there is a slight chance that Gordianus’ musing was not anachronistic after all; but a more significant result of my research was a growing fascination with Lucullus and his amazing career. (Plutarch’s biography makes splendid reading.) Never having touched upon him in the course of the novels, I decided to do so with a short story – and at the same time, to confront head-on that business about cherries and exorcise it from my psyche once and for all. Thus ‘The Cherries of Lucullus’ was conceived. The incident of the gardener Motho is fictional, but the members of Lucullus’ circle, including the philosopher Antiochus, Arcesislaus the sculptor, and the poet Aulus Archias, were actual persons, and all the pertinent details of Lucullus’ remarkable rise and sad decline are based on fact.
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Part One

 

Corpses, Living and Dead

 




I

 



 

 

 

For all his fine qualities – his honesty and devotion, his cleverness, his uncanny agility – Eco was not well suited for answering the door. Eco was mute.

But he was not and has never been deaf. He has, in fact, the sharpest ears of anyone I’ve ever known. He is also a light sleeper, a habit held over from the wretched, watchful days of his childhood, before his mother abandoned him and I took him in from the street and finally adopted him. Not surprisingly, it was Eco who heard the knock at the door in the second hour after nightfall, when everyone in the household had gone to bed. It was Eco who greeted my nocturnal visitor, but was unable to send him away, short of shooing at him the way a farmer shoos an errant goose from his doorway.

Therefore, what else could Eco have done? He might have roused Belbo, my strongarmer. Hulking and reeking of garlic and stupidly rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Belbo might have intimidated my visitor, but I doubt that he could have got rid of him; the stranger was persistent and twice as clever as Belbo is strong. So Eco did what he had to do; he made a sign for my visitor to wait in the doorway and came rapping gently at my door. Rapping having failed to rouse me – generous helpings of Bethesda’s fish and barley soup washed down with white wine had sent me fast asleep – Eco gingerly opened the door, tiptoed into the room, and shook my shoulder.

Beside me Bethesda stirred and sighed. A mass of black hair had somehow settled across my face and neck. The shifting strands tickled my nose and lips. The odour of her perfumed henna sent a quiver of erotic tingling below my waist. I reached for her, making my lips into a kiss, running my hands over her body. How was it possible, I wondered, that she could reach all the way over and around me to tug at my shoulder from behind?

Eco never liked to make those grunting, half-animal noises eked out by the speechless, finding such measures degrading and embarrassing. He preferred to remain austerely silent, like the Sphinx, and to let his hands speak for him. He gripped my shoulder harder and shook it just a bit more firmly. I recognized his touch then, as surely as one knows a familiar voice. I could even understand what he was saying.

‘Someone at the door?’ I mumbled, clearing my throat and keeping my eyes shut for a moment longer.

Eco gave my shoulder a little slap of assent, his way of saying ‘yes’ in the dark.

I snuggled against Bethesda, who had turned her back on the disturbance. I touched my lips to her shoulder. She let out a breath, something between a coo and a sigh. In all my travels from the Pillars of Hercules to the Parthian border, I have never met a more responsive woman. Like an exquisitely crafted lyre, I thought to myself, perfectly tuned and polished, growing finer with the years; what a lucky man you are, Gordianus the Finder, what a find you made in that slave market in Alexandria fifteen years ago.

Somewhere under the sheets the kitten was stirring. Egyptian to her core, Bethesda has always kept cats and even invites them into our bed. This one was traversing the valley between our bodies, picking a path from thigh to thigh. So far it had kept its claws hidden; a good thing, since in the last few moments my most vulnerable part had grown conspicuously more vulnerable and the kitten seemed to be heading straight for it, perhaps thinking it was a serpent to play with. I snuggled against Bethesda for protection. She sighed. I remembered a rainy night at least ten years ago, before Eco joined us – a different cat, a different bed, but the very same house, the house that my father left me, and the two of us, Bethesda and myself, younger but not so very different from today. I dozed, nearly dreaming.

Two sharp slaps landed on my shoulder.

Two slaps was Eco’s way of saying ‘no,’ like shaking his head. No, he would not or could not send my visitor away.

He tapped me again, twice sharply on the shoulder. ‘All right, all right!’ I muttered. Bethesda rolled aggressively away, dragging the sheet with her and exposing me to the dank September air. The kitten tumbled toward me, sticking out its claws as it flailed for balance.

‘Numa’s balls!’ I snapped, though it wasn’t fabled King Numa who found himself wounded by a single tiny claw. Eco discreetly ignored my yelp of pain. Bethesda laughed sleepily in the darkness.

I snapped out of bed and fumbled for my tunic. Eco was already holding it ready for me to crawl into.

‘This had better be important!’ I said.

 

It was important, just how important I had no way of knowing that night, and not for some time after. If the emissary waiting in my vestibule had made himself clear, if he had been frank about why and for whom he had come, I would have bent to his wishes without the least hesitation. Such a case and such a client as fell into my lap that night are few and far between; I would have fought for the chance to take on the job. Instead, the man, who curtly introduced himself as Marcus Mummius, affected an air of portentous secrecy and treated me with a suspicion that bordered on contempt.

He told me that my services were needed, without delay, for a job that would take me away from Rome for several days. ‘Are you in some sort of trouble?’ I asked.

‘Not me!’ he bellowed. He seemed incapable of talking in a tone of voice reasonable for a sleeping household. His words came out in a series of grunts and barks, the way that one speaks to an unruly slave or a bad dog. There is no language as ugly as Latin when it is spoken in such a fashion – barracks-fashion, I mean, for as sleepy as I was and as numbed with the evening’s wine, I was beginning to make certain deductions about my uninvited guest. Disguised behind his well-trimmed beard, his austere but expensive-looking black tunic, his finely made boots and plush woollen cloak, I saw a soldier, a man used to giving orders and being instantly obeyed.

‘Well,’ he said, looking me up and down as if I were a lazy recruit fresh out of bed and dragging my feet before the day’s march. ‘Are you coming or not?’

Eco, offended at such rudeness, put his hands on his hips and glowered. Mummius threw back his head and snorted in a fit of impatience.

I cleared my throat. ‘Eco,’ I said, ‘fetch me a cup of wine, please. Warmed, if you can; see if the embers are still glowing in the kitchen. And a cup for you as well, Marcus Mummius?’ My guest scowled and shook his head sharply, like a good legionnaire on guard duty.

‘Some warm cider, perhaps? No, I insist, Marcus Mummius. The night is cool. Come, follow me into my study. Look, Eco has already lit the lamps for us; he anticipates all my needs. Here, sit – no, I insist. Now, Marcus Mummius, I take it you’ve come here offering me work.’

In the brighter light of the study I could see that Mummius looked worn and tired, as if he had not slept properly for some time. He fidgeted in his chair and held his eyes open with an unnatural alertness. After a moment he sprang up and began pacing, and when Eco came with his warm cider he refused to take it. Thus does a soldier on a long watch refuse to make himself comfortable for fear that sleep will come against his will.

‘Yes,’ he finally said. ‘I have come to summon you—’

‘Summon me? No one summons Gordianus the Finder. I am a citizen, no man’s slave or freedman, and at last report Rome was still a Republic, amazingly enough, and not a dictatorship. Other citizens come to consult me, to ask for my services, to hire me. And they usually come during daylight. At least the honest ones do.’

Mummius appeared to be working hard to contain his exasperation. ‘This is ridiculous,’ he said. ‘You’ll be paid, of course, if that’s what you’re worried about. In fact, I’m authorized to offer you five times your regular daily pay, considering the inconvenience and the . . . travel,’ he said cautiously. ‘Five days of guaranteed pay, plus all your lodging and expenses.’

He had my full attention. From the corner of my eye I saw Eco raise an eyebrow, counselling me to be shrewd; children of the streets grow up to be hard bargainers. ‘Very generous, Marcus Mummius, very generous,’ I said. ‘Of course you may not realize that I had to raise my rates only last month. Prices in Rome keep shooting up, what with this slave revolt and the invincible Spartacus rampaging through the countryside, spreading chaos—’

‘Invincible?’ Mummius seemed personally offended. ‘Spartacus invincible? We’ll soon see about that.’

‘Invincible when confronted by a Roman army, I mean. The Spartacans have beaten every contingent sent against them; they’ve even sent two Roman consuls running home in disgrace. I suppose that when Pompey—’

‘Pompey!’ Mummius spat the name.

‘Yes, I suppose that when Pompey finally manages to bring back his troops from Spain, the revolt will be quickly disposed of . . .’ I rambled on only because the topic seemed to irritate my guest, and I wanted to keep him distracted while I drove up my price.

Mummius cooperated gloriously, pacing, gnashing his teeth, glowering. But it seemed he would not descend to gossiping about a subject as important as the slave revolt. ‘We’ll see about that,’ was all he would mutter, trying feebly to interrupt me. Finally he raised his voice to command level and effectively cut me off. ‘We’ll soon see about Spartacus! Now, then, you were saying something about your rates.’

I cleared my throat and took a sip of warm wine. ‘Yes. Well, as I was saying, with prices wildly out of control—’

‘Yes, yes—’

‘Well, I don’t know what you or your employer may have heard about my rates. I don’t know how you obtained my name or who recommended me.’

‘Never mind that.’

‘All right. Though you did say five times . . .’

‘Yes, five times your daily pay!’

‘It might be rather steep, considering that my normal price . . .’ Eco had moved behind the man and was gesturing up, up, up with his thumb. ‘Eighty sesterces a day,’ I said, wildly choosing a number from nowhere – about twice the monthly pay of a regular legionnaire.

Mummius looked at me oddly, and for a moment I thought I had gone too far. Ah, well, if he turned and stamped out of the house without another word, at least I could return to my warm bed and Bethesda. He was probably luring me on a fool’s errand, anyway.

Then he burst out laughing.

Even Eco was taken aback. I watched him over Mummius’s shoulder, wrinkling his eyebrows. ‘Eighty sesterces a day,’ I said, as serenely as I could, trying not to mirror Eco’s confusion. ‘You do understand?’

‘Oh, yes,’ Mummius said, his barking barracks laughter reduced to a smirk.

‘And five times that—’

‘Four hundred a day!’ he snapped. ‘I know my figures.’ Then he snorted, with such sincere contempt that I knew I could have demanded much more.

My work frequently brings me into contact with the wealthy classes of Rome. The rich need lawyers in their battles against each other; lawyers need information; obtaining information is my speciality. I have accepted fees from advocates like Hortensius and Cicero, and sometimes directly from clients as distinguished as the great Metelli and Messalli families. But even they might balk at the idea of paying Gordianus the Finder a daily fee of four hundred sesterces. Just how wealthy was the client whom Marcus Mummius represented?

There was no question now that I would take the job. The money assured it – Bethesda would coo with delight to see so much silver pour into the household coffers, and certain creditors might start greeting me with smiles again instead of unleashed dogs. But curiosity was the real trap. I wanted to know who had sent Marcus Mummius to my door. Still, I didn’t want him to see that he had won me over quite yet.

‘This investigation must be rather important,’ I said blandly, trying to sound professionally cool while fountains of silver coins splashed in my head. Four hundred sesterces a day, multiplied by five guaranteed days of work, equalled two thousand sesterces. At last I could have the back wall of the house repaired, have new tiles laid to replace the cracked ones in the atrium, perhaps even afford a new slave girl to help Bethesda with her duties . . .

Mummius nodded gravely. ‘It’s as important a case as you’re ever likely to be called for.’

‘And sensitive, I take it.’

‘Extremely.’

‘Requiring discretion.’

‘Great discretion,’ he agreed.

‘I assume that more than mere property is at stake. Honour, then?’

‘More than honour,’ said Mummius gravely, with a haunted look in his eyes.

‘A life, then? A life at stake?’ From the look on his face I knew that we were talking about a case of murder. A fat fee, a mysterious client, a murder – I had no resistance left. I did my best to make my face a blank.

Mummius looked very grave – the way that men look on a battlefield, not in the rush of excitement before the killing, but afterwards, amid the carnage and despair. ‘Not a life,’ he said slowly, ‘not merely a single life at stake, but many lives. Scores of lives – men, women, children – all hang in the balance. Unless something is done to stop it, blood will flow like water, and the wailing of babies will be heard in the very Jaws of Hades.’

I finished my wine and set it aside. ‘Marcus Mummius, will you not tell me outright who sent you, and what it is you want me to do?’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve said too much as it is. Perhaps, by the time we arrive, the crisis will be over, the problem solved, and there’ll be no need for you after all. In that case, it’s best that you know nothing, now or ever.’

‘No explanation?’

‘None. But you’ll be paid, no matter what.’

I nodded. ‘How long will we be away from Rome?’

‘Five days, as I said before.’

‘You seem very sure.’

‘Five days,’ he assured me, ‘and then you can return to Rome. Unless it’s sooner. But no longer than that. In five days all will be finished, one way or another, for better . . . or for worse.’

‘I see,’ I said, not seeing at all. ‘And where exactly are we going?’

Mummius pressed his lips tightly shut.

‘Because,’ I said, ‘I’m not at all sure that I care to be traipsing about the countryside just now, without even an idea of where I’m headed. There’s a little slave revolt going on; I believe we were discussing it only a moment ago. My sources in the countryside tell me that unnecessary travel is highly inadvisable.’

‘You’ll be safe,’ Mummius snapped with authority.

‘Then I have your word as a soldier – or is it ex-soldier? – that I won’t be placed in tactical jeopardy?’

Mummius narrowed his eyes. ‘I said you’ll be safe.’

‘Very well. Then I think I shall leave Belbo here, for Bethesda’s protection; I’m sure your employer can supply me with a bodyguard if I require it. But I shall want to bring Eco with me. I take it your employer’s generosity will extend to feeding him and giving him a place to sleep?’

He looked over his shoulder at Eco with a sceptical gleam in his eye. ‘He’s only a boy.’

‘Eco is eighteen; he put on his first manly toga over two years ago.’

‘Mute, isn’t he?’

‘Yes. Ideal for a soldier, I should think.’

Mummius grunted. ‘I suppose you can take him.’

‘When do we leave?’ I asked.

‘As soon as you’re ready.’

‘In the morning, then?’

He looked at me as if I were a lazy legionnaire asking for a nap before a battle. The commander’s edge returned to his voice. ‘No, as soon as you’re ready! We’ve wasted enough time as it is!’

‘Very well,’ I yawned. ‘I’ll just tell Bethesda to gather up a few of my things—’

‘That won’t be necessary.’ Mummius pulled himself up to his full height, still weary-looking but happy to be in charge at last. ‘Anything you need will be supplied to you.’

Of course; a client willing to pay four hundred sesterces a day could certainly supply mere necessities like a change of clothing or a comb or a slave to carry my things. ‘Then I’ll take only a moment to say goodbye to Bethesda.’

I was stepping out of the room when Mummius cleared his throat. ‘Just to be sure,’ he said, looking at me and Eco in turn, ‘I don’t suppose either one of you has a problem with seasickness?’
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‘But where is the man taking you?’ Bethesda demanded to know. (Yes, ‘demanded’; never mind her status as a slave. If her impertinence seems unlikely, that is because you have not met Bethesda.) ‘Who is he? What makes you think he can be trusted? What if he’s been sent by one of your old enemies, just to lure you away from the city where he can slit your throat with no one to see?’

‘Bethesda, if someone cared to slit my throat, they could go to far less trouble and do the job right here in the Subura. They could hire an assassin on any street corner.’

‘Yes, and that’s why you have Belbo to protect you. Why aren’t you taking him with you?’

‘Because I would rather he stayed here to protect you and the other slaves in my absence, so that I won’t have to worry about you while I’m gone.’

Even roused from sleep in the middle of the night, Bethesda was spectacular. Her hair, black with strands of silver, tumbled about her face in unkempt glory. Even pouting, she maintained that same air of unshakable dignity that had first drawn me to her in the slave market at Alexandria fifteen years ago. I felt a shiver of doubt, as I always do at parting with her. The world is an unsafe and uncertain place, and the life I have chosen often courts danger. I learned long ago not to show my doubts. Bethesda did the opposite.

‘It’s a great deal of money,’ I told her.

She snorted. ‘If he tells the truth.’

‘I think he does. A man doesn’t survive in a city like Rome for as long as I have without gaining a grain of judgment. Marcus Mummius is honest, insofar as he can be. Not very forthcoming, I’ll admit—’

‘But he won’t even tell you who sent him!’

‘Indeed, he won’t tell me, but he openly admits that he won’t. In other words, he tells the truth.’

Bethesda made a rude noise with her lips. ‘You sound like one of those orators you’re always working for, like that ridiculous Cicero, saying truth is a lie and a lie is the truth, however it happens to suit you.’

I bit my tongue and took a deep breath. ‘Trust me, Bethesda. I’ve stayed alive until now, haven’t I?’ I looked into her eyes and thought I saw a slight warmth amid the cold fire. I laid my hand on her shoulder. She shrugged it off and turned away. So it always goes.

I stepped closer and put my hands on the back of her neck, sliding them under the cascades of her hair. She had no right to refuse me, and did not draw away, but she stiffened at my touch and held her head high, even when I bent to kiss her ear. ‘I will come back,’ I said. ‘After five days I return. So the man promises.’

I saw her cheeks tighten and her jaw tremble. She blinked rapidly, and I noticed the fan of wrinkles that time had gathered at the outer corner of her eye. She stared at the blank wall before her. ‘It would be different if I knew where you were going.’

I smiled. Bethesda had known only two cities in her life, Alexandria and Rome, and except for the voyage between has never ventured a mile outside either one. What could it matter to her whether I was going to Cumae or Carthage?

‘Well,’ I sighed, ‘if it will give you any comfort, I suspect that Eco and I will be spending the next few days somewhere in the vicinity of Baiae. You’ve heard of it, haven’t you?’

She nodded.

‘It’s a beautiful little region down the coast,’ I said, ‘inside the Cape of Misenum, situated on the bay which the locals call the Cup, across the water from Puteoli and Pompeii. They say the views of Capri and Vesuvius are quite splendid. The richest of the rich build fine homes on the seashore and bathe in hot mud.’

‘But how do you know where you’re going if the man won’t tell you?’

‘It’s only a guess.’

Bethesda softened beneath my touch. She sighed, and I knew that she was reconciled to my going, and to the prospect of being the mistress of the house for a few days, having sole command over the other slaves. From previous experience, I knew that in my absence she was a thoroughly ruthless tyrant. I only hoped that Belbo would be able to bear up under her harsh rule. The thought made me smile.

I turned and saw that Eco waited in the doorway. For an instant his face held an expression of intense fascination; then he crossed his arms and rolled his eyes, as if to deny any interest or sympathy with the moment of tenderness he had interrupted. I quickly kissed Bethesda’s cheek and turned to go.

Marcus Mummius was pacing in the vestibule, looking weary and impatient. He threw up his hands when I appeared and hurried out the door, not even waiting for me to catch up, only giving me a look over his shoulder that showed what he thought of wasting so much time to say goodbye to a woman, and a slave at that.

 

We hurried down the steep path that descends the Esquiline hill, watching for pitfalls by the light of Eco’s torch. Where the path ended, spilling into the Subura Way, four horses and two men awaited us.

Mummius’s men looked and acted like legionnaires out of uniform. Beneath their light woollen cloaks I caught the glint of knives, which made me feel safer at the prospect of venturing through Roman streets after dark. I reached inside my cloak and touched my own dagger. Mummius had said that all my needs would be supplied, but I preferred to bring my own weapon.

Mummius had not counted on Eco, so I was given the strongest mount and he rode behind me, clutching my waist. Where my body is broad and thick through the shoulders and chest (and in recent years, through the middle as well), Eco’s is thin and wiry; his added weight was hardly enough for the beast to notice.

The evening was mild, with only a faint early-autumn chill in the air, but the streets were nearly deserted. In times of trouble, Romans shun the darkness and lock up their houses at sundown, leaving the streets to pimps, drunks, and thrill seekers. So it was in the turmoil of the civil wars and the gloomy years of Sulla’s dictatorship; so it was again now that the revolt of the Spartacans was on everyone’s lips. Terrifying stories were told in the Forum about whole villages where citizens had been overwhelmed and roasted alive by slaves who ate their former masters for dinner. After sundown Romans refused party invitations and vacated the streets. They locked their bedchamber doors to keep out even their most trusted slaves while they slept, and they woke up from nightmares, drenched in sweat. Chaos was loose in the world again, and his name was Spartacus.

We clattered through the Subura past alleys that stank of urine and rotting garbage. Our way was lit here and there by the glow from open windows along the overhanging upper storey; snatches of music and drunken laughter wafted over our heads and faded behind us. Above us, the stars looked very far away and very cold, a sign of a frosty winter to come. It would be warmer down in Baiae, I thought, where summer lingers in Vesuvius’s shadow.

The Subura Way emptied at last into the Forum, where the hooves of our horses echoed unnaturally loud about the deserted squares and temples. We skirted the more sacred areas, where horses are not allowed even by night, and headed south across the narrow valley between the Capitoline and Palatine hills. The smell of straw and dung predominated as we passed by the great cattle market of the Forum Boarium, quiet except for the occasional lowing of the beasts in their pens. The enormous bronze ox on its pedestal loomed above us, a great horned silhouette against the starry sky, like a giant minotaur poised on a ledge.

I tapped Eco’s leg and he leaned forward, bringing his ear to my lips. ‘It’s as I thought,’ I whispered. ‘We make for the Tiber. Are you sleepy?’

He tapped me emphatically twice.

‘Good.’ I laughed. ‘Then you keep watch while we drift downriver to Ostia.’

More of Mummius’s men waited on the riverbank, ready to take our horses as we dismounted. At the end of the longest pier our boat was ready. If in my sleepiness I had pictured a slow, casual journey down the Tiber to the coast, I was mistaken. The boat was not the tiny skiff I had imagined, but a small barge oared by a dozen slaves with a helmsman at the rear and a canopy amidships, a vessel built for speed and strength. Mummius wasted no time in ushering us aboard. His two bodyguards followed, and we cast off immediately.

‘You can sleep if you care to,’ he said, indicating the space beneath the canopy, where a mound of blankets had been haphazardly tossed. ‘Not very luxurious, and there’s no slave woman to keep you warm, but there are no lice. Unless they’ve crawled off one of this lot.’ He gave a sharp kick to the shoulder of one of the rowers. ‘Row!’ he bellowed. ‘And you’d better keep sharper time than you did on the journey upriver, or I’ll have the lot of you moved onto the big ship for good.’ He laughed without mirth. Back in his element, Mummius was beginning to show a more jovial personality, and I was not sure I liked what I saw. He placed one of his men in charge and crawled under the blankets.

‘Wake me if you need to,’ I whispered to Eco, squeezing his hand to make sure I had his attention. ‘Or sleep if you can; I doubt there’s danger.’ Then I joined Mummius beneath the tent, nestling against its farther edge and trying hard not to think of my own bed and the warmth of Bethesda’s body.

 

I tried to sleep, but without much success. The creaking of manacles, the sluicing of the oars through the water, and the unending churning of the river against the bottom of the barge finally lulled me into fitful half-sleep, from which I woke over and over, always to the sound of Marcus Mummius’s snoring. The fourth time I awoke to the raucous noise I poked my foot from under my blankets and gave him a gentle kick. He stopped for a moment and then resumed, making noises like a man slowly being strangled to death. I heard low chuckles of laughter and rose on my elbows to see his two guardsmen smiling back at me from the prow. They stood close together, talking quietly, wide awake. I looked behind and saw the helmsman at his station, a bearded giant who seemed to see and hear nothing but the river. Eco crouched nearby, gazing over the low bulwark into the water, looking like a statue of Narcissus contemplating his reflection beneath the starry sky.

Eventually Mummius’s snoring quieted and blended with the slapping of water on wood and the steady, rhythmic breathing of the rowers, but still the deep, healing embrace of Morpheus eluded me. I tossed and turned uneasily inside the blankets, too hot and then too cold, my thoughts straying down blind alleys and doubling back on themselves. Dozing brought sluggishness without rest, stillness without refreshment; when we at last reached Ostia and the sea, I was a duller man than the one Marcus Mummius had lured from his bed some hours before. In the strange disjuncture of time and space that clouded my mind I imagined that the night would never end and we would journey in darkness forever.

 

Mummius ushered us from the barge onto a pier. The bodyguards came with us, but the rowers were left behind, gasping and bent double over their oars in exhaustion. I glanced back for a moment at their broad naked backs heaving and glinting with sweat in the starlight. One of them leaned over the bow and began to vomit. At some point during the journey I had stopped hearing their ragged breathing and the steady grating of the oars; I had forgotten them completely as one forgets the wheels of a grinding machine. Who notices a wheel until it needs oiling, or a slave until he turns sick or hungry or violent? I shivered and pulled the blanket around my shoulders to shut out the chilly sea air.

Mummius led us along the riverfront. Beneath the boardwalk I heard the soft lapping of waves against the wooden posts. To our right were clustered a fleet of small riverboats chained to the docks. To our left ran a low stone wall with crates and baskets piled against it in a wild confusion of shadows. Beyond the wall was the sleeping town of Ostia. Here and there I glimpsed the lit window of an upper storey, and at intervals there were lamps set into the city wall, but other than ourselves not a living person was stirring. The light played strange tricks; I imagined I saw a family of beggars huddled in a corner, then saw a rat come racing from the heap, which before my eyes resolved itself into nothing more than a pile of rags.

I tripped against a loose plank. Eco grabbed my shoulder to steady me, then Mummius almost knocked me down with a slap across the back. ‘Didn’t you sleep well enough?’ he barked in his barracks voice. ‘I can manage on two hours a day. In the army you learn to sleep standing up, even marching, if you have to.’

I nodded dully. We walked past warehouses and jetties, through shut-down markets and shipyards. The smell of salt grew stronger on the air, and the vague hissing of the sea joined with the steady lapping of the river. We came to the end of the docks, where the Tiber abruptly broadens and empties into the sea. The city wall swung away to the south, and a vast, starlit prospect of calm waters opened before us. Here another, larger boat awaited us. Mummius ushered us down the steps and into the hold. He barked at the overseer and the boat cast off.

The dock receded. The waves began to swell around us. Eco looked alarmed and clutched my sleeve. ‘Don’t worry,’ I told him. ‘We won’t be on this boat for long.’

A moment later, as we navigated around a shallow, rocky promontory, the vessel came in sight. ‘A trireme!’ I whispered.

‘The Fury, she’s called,’ said Mummius, seeing my surprise and smiling proudly.

I had expected a large ship, but nothing as large as this one. Three masts, their sails cowled, rose from the deck. Three rows of oars projected from her belly. It hardly seemed possible that such a hulking monster had been dispatched merely to fetch a single man. Mummius lit a torch and waved it over his head. A torch was lit on deck and waved back at us. As we drew nearer, men suddenly swarmed about the deck and up the masts, as quiet as ghosts in the starlight. The oars, retracted from the water, stirred like the quivering legs of a centipede and dipped downward. Sails unfurled and snapped taut in the soft breeze. Mummius wet his finger and held it aloft. ‘Not much of a wind, but steady to the south. Good!’

We drew abreast. A rope ladder was lowered. Eco scrambled up first and I followed. Marcus Mummius came last and pulled up the ladder behind him. The smaller boat drew away, back toward Ostia. Mummius walked quickly up and down the length of the ship, giving orders. The Fury heaved and swung about. The steady rhythm of oarsmen groaning in unison rose up through the boards, and on either side there was a great splash as the first stroke sliced into the waves. I looked back at Ostia, at the narrow beach that fronted the city’s shoreward side and the tiled rooftops that rose above the walls. The town receded with stunning speed; the walls dwindled, the gulf of dark water grew greater and greater. Rome suddenly seemed very far away.

Marcus Mummius, busy with the crew, ignored us. Eco and I found a quiet spot and did our best to sleep, leaning against each other and huddling in our blankets to shut out the chill of the open sea.

Suddenly Mummius was shaking me awake.

‘What are you doing on deck? A pampered city dweller like you will take a fever and die from this damp air. Come on, both of you, there’s a room for you at the stern.’

We followed him, stumbling over coils of rope and hidden hatches. The first rays of dawn were breaking over the dark hills to the east. Mummius led us down a short flight of steps and into a tiny room with two pallets, side by side. I fell onto the nearer one and shuddered at the pleasant shock of feeling myself submerged in a thick mattress of the finest goose down. Eco took the other and began to yawn and stretch like a cat. I pulled my blanket up around my neck, already half-asleep, and vaguely wondered if Mummius had allowed us to take his own accommodation.

I opened my eyes and saw him standing with his arms crossed, leaning against the wall in the hall outside. His face was barely visible in the pale light of dawn, but there could be no doubt, from the gentle flutter of his eyelids and the slackness of his jaw, that Marcus Mummius, an honest soldier and no boaster, was fast asleep and dreaming, standing up.
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I woke with a start, wondering where I was. It must have been morning, because even at my most dissolute I seldom sleep until noon, and yet the bright sunlight streaming into the window above my head had the soft quality of afternoon light in early autumn. The earth seemed to shudder, but not with the sudden convulsion of an earthquake. The house creaked and groaned all about me, and when I started to rise I felt my elbows sink into a vast, bottomless pillow of down.

A vaguely familiar voice drifted in from the porthole above my head, a gruff soldier’s voice shouting orders, and I remembered all at once.

Next to me Eco groaned and blinked open his eyes. I managed to pull myself up and sat on the edge of the bed, which seemed to be trying to pull me back into the soft, forgetful haze of that luxurious mountain of down. I shook my head to clear it. A ewer of water was hooked into a bracket on the wall. I picked it up by both handles and drank a long draught, then scooped my hands full of water to splash my face.

‘Don’t waste it,’ a voice barked. ‘That’s fresh water from the Tiber. For drinking, not washing.’ I looked up to see Marcus Mummius standing in the doorway with his arms crossed, looking bright and alert and flashing the superior smile of an early riser. He had changed into military garb, a tunic of red linen and red leather beneath a coat of mail armour.

‘What time is it?’

‘Two hours past noon. Or as they say on land, the ninth hour of the day. You’ve done nothing but sleep and snore since you fell into that bed last night.’ He shook his head.

‘A real Roman shouldn’t be able to sleep on a bed that soft. Leave that kind of nonsense to fancy Egyptians, I say. I thought you’d taken ill, but I’m told that dying men never snore, so I decided it couldn’t be too serious.’ He laughed, and I enjoyed the grim fantasy of imagining him suddenly spitted on a fancy Egyptian spear.

I shook my head again. ‘How much longer? On this ship, I mean?’

He wrinkled his brow. ‘That would be telling, wouldn’t it?’

I sighed. ‘Let me ask you this way: how much longer until we reach Baiae?’

Mummius looked suddenly seasick. ‘I never said—’

‘Indeed you did not. You’re a good soldier, Marcus Mummius, and you divulged nothing to me that you were sworn to conceal. Still, I’m curious to know when we’ll come to Baiae.’

‘What makes you think—’

‘I think, Marcus Mummius; exactly. I would hardly be the man your employer was seeking if I couldn’t figure out a simple riddle such as our destination. First, we are most assuredly heading south; I’m not much of a sailor, but I do know the sun rises in the east and sets in the west, and since the afternoon sun is on our right and the coast on our left, I deduce we must be sailing south. Given the fact that you promise that my work will be done in five days, we can hardly be going beyond Italy. Where else, then, but a town on the southern coast, and most likely on the Cup? Oh, perhaps I’m wrong in choosing Baiae; it could be Puteoli, or Neapolis or even Pompeii, but I think not. Anyone as wealthy as your employer – able to pay five times my fee without a qualm, able to send a ship such as this on what seems to be a whim – anyone that rich is going to have a house at Baiae, because Baiae is where any Roman who can afford it builds a summer villa. Besides, yesterday you said something about the Jaws of Hades.’

‘I never—’

‘Yes, you said many lives were at stake, and you spoke of babies wailing in the Jaws of Hades. Now, you could have been speaking in metaphors, like a poet, but I suspect there is a conspicuous absence of poetry in your soul, Marcus Mummius. You carry a sword, not a lyre, and when you said “Jaws of Hades” you meant the words literally. I’ve never seen it for myself, but the Greek colonists who originally settled around the Cup believed they had located an entrance to the underworld in a sulphurous crater called Lake Avernus – also known as the Jaws of Hades, Hades being the Greeks’ word for the underworld, which old-fashioned Romans still call Orcus. The place is only a brisk walk, I hear, from the finest homes in Baiae.’

Mummius looked at me shrewdly. ‘You are a sharp one,’ he finally said. ‘Maybe you’ll be worth your fee, after all.’ I heard no sarcasm in his voice. Instead there was a kind of sadness, as if he truly hoped I would succeed at my task, but expected me to fail.

An instant later Mummius was swaggering out the door and bellowing over his shoulder. ‘I suppose you’ll be hungry, after snoring all day. There’s food in the mess cabin amidships, probably better than what you’re used to at home. Too rich for me – I prefer a skin of watery wine and a hard crust of bread – but the owner always stocks the best, or what the merchants tell him is best, which means whatever is most expensive. After you eat you can take a long nap.’ He laughed. ‘Might as well, you’ll only get in the way if you’re awake. Passengers are pretty useless on a ship. Not much for them to do. Might as well pretend you’re a bag of grain and find a spot to gather mould. Follow me.’

By changing the subject, Marcus Mummius had avoided admitting that Baiae was our destination. There was no point in pressing the matter; I already knew where we were going, and now a greater matter weighed on my thoughts, for I was beginning to suspect that I knew the identity of my mysterious new employer. Who could have afforded so ostentatious a means of transport for a mere hireling, and a barely reputable one like Gordianus the Finder, at that? Pompey, perhaps, could muster such resources on a private whim, but Pompey was in Spain. Who then but the man reputed to be the richest Roman alive, indeed the richest Roman who had ever lived – but what could Marcus Licinius Crassus want of me, when he owned whole cities of slaves and could afford the services of any free man he desired?

I might have badgered Mummius with more questions, but decided I had taxed his patience enough. I followed him into the afternoon sunlight and caught a whiff of roasted lamb on the bracing sea breeze. My stomach roared like a lion, and I abandoned curiosity to satisfy a more pressing appetite.

Mummius was wrong to think that I would be bored with nothing to do on the Fury, at least as long as the sun was up. The ever-changing vista of the coast of Italy, the wheeling gulls overhead, the work of the sailors, the play of sunlight on water, the schools of fish that darted below the surface, the crisp, tangy air of a day that was no longer summer but not quite autumn – all this was more than enough to occupy me until the sun went down.

Eco was even more entranced. Everything fascinated him. A pair of dolphins joined us at twilight and swam alongside the ship until long after darkness had fallen, darting in and out of the splashing wake. At times they seemed to laugh like men, and Eco mimicked the sound in return, as if he shared a secret language with them. When at last they disappeared beneath the foam and did not return, he went smiling to his bed and fell fast asleep.

I was not so lucky. Having slept most of the day, I faced a sleepless night. For a while the shadowy coast and the sparkle of stars on the water charmed me quite as much as had the luminous afternoon, but then the night grew colder, and I took to my bed. Marcus Mummius was right: the bed was too soft, or else the blanket was too rough, or the faint starlight through the porthole was too distracting, or the noises Eco made in his sleep, mimicking the dolphins’ laughter, grated on my ears. I could not sleep.

Then I heard the drum. It came from somewhere below, a hollow, throbbing beat slower than my own pulse but just as steady. I had been so exhausted the night before that I had not heard it; now I found it impossible to ignore. It was the beat that drove the slaves at their oars below deck, setting the rhythm that carried the ship closer and closer to Baiae. The more I tried not to hear it, the louder it seemed to rise up through the planks, beating, beating, beating. The longer I tossed and turned, the further sleep seemed to recede.

I found myself trying to recollect the face of Marcus Crassus, the richest man in Rome. I had seen him a hundred times in the Forum, but his visage escaped me. I counted money in my head, imagining the soft jingle of coins in a purse, and spent my fee a dozen times over. I thought of Bethesda; I imagined her sleeping alone with the kitten curled up between her breasts, and I traced a path by memory from room to room through my house in Rome, like an invisible phantom standing guard. Abruptly an image rose unbidden in my mind, of Belbo lying across my portal in a drunken stupor, with the door wide open for any thief or assassin to step inside . . .

I gave a start and sat upright. Eco turned in his sleep and made a chattering noise. I strapped on my shoes, wrapped the blanket around me like a cloak, and returned to the deck.

Here and there sailors lay huddled together in sleep. A few strolled the deck, watchful and alert for any danger from the sea or shore. A steady breeze blew from the north, filling the sail and raising gooseflesh wherever the blanket did not cover my arms and legs. I strolled once about the deck, then found myself drawn towards the portal amidships that led down into the galley.

It is curious that a man can sail upon many ships in his life and never wonder at the hidden motive power that drives them, yet this is how most people live their lives every day – men eat and dress and go about their business, and never give a thought to all the sweat of all the slaves who laboured to grind the grain and spin the cloth and pave the roads, wondering about these things no more than they wonder about the blood that heats their bodies or the mucus that cradles their brains.

I stepped through the portal and down the steps. Instantly a wave of heat struck my face, warm and stifling like rising steam. I heard the dull, throbbing boom of the drum and the shuffling of many men. I smelled them before I saw them. All the odours that the human body can produce were concentrated in that airless space, rising up like the breath of demons from a sulphurous pit. I took another step downward into a world of living corpses, thinking that the Jaws of Hades could hardly lead to a more terrible netherworld than this.

The place was like a long, narrow cavern. Here and there lamps suspended from the ceiling cast a lurid glow across the pale naked bodies of the oarsmen. At first, in the dimness, I saw only an impression of rippling movements everywhere around me, like the writhing of maggots. As my eyes adjusted I slowly made out the details.

Down the centre ran a narrow aisle, like a suspended bridge. On each side slaves were stationed in tiers, three-deep. Those against the hull were able to sit at their stations, expending the least effort to power their shorter oars. Those in the middle were seated higher and had to brace themselves against a footrest with each backward pull, then rise from their seats to push the oars forward. Those on the aisle were the unlucky ones. They ran the catwalk, shuffling back and forth to push their oars in a great circle, stretching onto their toes at full extension, then kneeling and lurching forward to lift the oars out of the water. Each slave was manacled to his oar by a rusted link of chain around one wrist.

There were hundreds of them packed tightly together, rubbing against one another as they pushed and pulled and strained. I thought of cattle or goats pressed together in a pen, but animals move without purpose. Here each man was like a tiny wheel in a vast, constantly moving machine. The drumbeat drove them.

I turned and saw the drummer at the stern, on a low bench that must have been just below my bed. His legs were spread wide apart. His knees grasped the rim of a low, broad drum. Thongs were wrapped around each hand, and at the end of each thong was a leather ball. One by one he lifted the balls in the air and brought them down upon the skin of the drum, sending out a low pulse that throbbed through the dense, warm air. He sat with his eyes closed and a faint smile on his face as if he were dreaming, but the rhythm never faltered.

Beside him stood another man, dressed like a soldier and holding a long whip in his right hand. He glowered when he saw me, then snapped his whip in the air as if to impress me. The slaves nearest him shuddered and some of them groaned, as if a wave of pain passed over them.

I pressed the blanket over my mouth and nose to filter the stench. Where the lamplight penetrated through the maze of catwalks and manacled feet, I saw that the bilge was awash with a mixture of faeces and urine and vomit and bits of rotting food. How could they bear it? Did they grow used to it over time, the way men grow accustomed to the clasp of manacles? Or did it never cease to nauseate them, just as it sickened me?

There are religious sects in the East which postulate abodes of eternal punishment for the shades of the wicked. Their gods are not content to see a man suffer in this world, but will pursue him with fire and torment into the next. Of this I know nothing, but I do know that if a place of damnation exists here on earth, it is surely within the bowels of a Roman galley, where men are forced to work their bodies to ruination amid the stench of their own sweat and vomit and excreta, playing out their anguish against the maniacal, never-ending pulse of the drum. To become mere fuel, to be consumed, drained and discarded with hardly a thought, is surely as horrible a damnation as any god could contrive.

They say most men die after three or four years in the galleys; the lucky ones die before that. A captive prisoner or a slave guilty of theft, if given the choice, will go to the mines or become a gladiator before he will serve in the galleys. Of all the cruel sentences of death that can be meted out to a man, slavery in the galley is considered by all to be the cruellest. Death comes, but not before the last measure of strength has been squeezed from a man’s body and the last of his dignity has been annihilated by suffering and despair.

Men become monsters in the galleys. Some ship captains never rotate the positions of the slaves; a man who rows for day after day, month after month on the same side, especially if he runs the catwalk, develops great muscles on one side of his body out of all proportion to the other. At the same time his flesh grows pale as a fish from lack of sunlight. If such a man escapes, he is easily detected by his deformity. Once in the Subura I saw a troop of private guards dragging such a man from a brothel, naked and screaming. Eco, then only a boy, had been horrified by the slave’s appearance, and then, after I had explained it, had begun to weep.

Men become gods in the galley, as well. Crassus, if indeed he was the owner of this ship, took care to rotate his rowers, or else used them up more quickly than most, for I saw no lopsided monsters among them. Instead I saw young men with deep chests and great shoulders and arms, and among them a few older survivors with even more massive physiques, like a crew of bearded Apollos sprinkled with a hoary Hercules here and there, at least from the neck down. Above the neck their faces were all too human, wretched with care and suffering.

As I looked from face to face, most of them averted their eyes, as if my gaze could hurt them as surely as the whipmaster’s lash. But a few of them dared to look back at me. I saw eyes dulled by endless labour and monotony; eyes envious of a man who possessed the simple freedom to walk about at will, to wipe the sweat from his face, to clean himself after defecating. In some eyes I saw lurking fear and hatred, and in others a kind of fascination, almost a lust, the kind of naked stare that a starving man might cast on a glutton.

A kind of fever seized me, warm and trancelike, as I walked down the long central aisle between the naked slaves, my nostrils filled with the smell of their flesh, my skin awash in the humid heat of their straining bodies, my eyes roving among the great congregation of suffering constantly asway in the darkness. I was a man in a dream watching other men in a nightmare.

Away from the drumbeater’s platform and the central stairway, the lamps grew fewer, but here and there a bit of moonlight found its way into the dim hold, shining silver-blue on the sweat-glazed arms and shoulders of the rowers, glinting upon the manacles that kept their hands locked in place upon the oars. The dull beat of the drum grew softer as it receded behind me, but continued slow and steady, setting an easy nocturnal pace, its constant rhythm as hypnotic as the hissing murmur of the waves sluicing against the prow.

I reached the end of the walkway. I turned and looked back, over the labouring multitude. Suddenly I had seen enough; I hurried towards the exit. Ahead of me, illuminated by lamplight as if on a stage, I saw the whipmaster look towards me and nod knowingly. Even at a distance I could see the disdain on his face. This was his domain; I was an intruder, a curiosity seeker, too soft and too pampered for such a place. He cracked his whip over his head for my benefit and smiled at the wave of groans that passed through the slaves at his feet.

I put one foot upon the stair and would have followed with the other, but a face in the lamplight stopped me. The boy must have reminded me of Eco, and that was why I noticed his face among all the others. His place was in the highest tier along the aisle. When he turned to look at me a beam of moonlight fell upon one cheek, casting his face half in moonlight, half in lamplight, split between pale blue and orange. Despite his massive shoulders and chest, he was hardly more than a child. Along with the filth that smudged his cheeks and the suffering in his eyes, there was a strange look of innocence about him. His dark features were strikingly handsome, his prominent nose and mouth and wide dark eyes suggestive of the East. As I studied him in the moonlight, he dared to look back at me and then actually smiled – a sad, pathetic smile, tentative and fearful.

I thought of how easily Eco might have ended up in such a place if I had not found him and taken him home that day long ago – a boy with a strong body without a tongue or a family to defend himself might easily be waylaid and sold at auction. I looked back at the slave boy. I tried to smile in return, but could not.

Suddenly a man descended the stairs and pushed roughly past me, then hurried towards the stern. He shouted something and the drumbeat abruptly accelerated to twice its tempo. There was a great lurch as the ship bolted forwards. I fell against the rail of the stairs. The increase in speed was astounding.

The drum boomed louder and louder, faster and faster. The messenger pushed past me again, heading up to the deck. I grabbed the sleeve of his tunic. ‘Pirates!’ he said, with a theatrical lilt in his voice. ‘Two ships slipped out of a hidden cove as we passed. They’re after us now.’ His face was grim, but as he tore himself from my grip, astonishingly enough, I thought I saw him laughing.

I began to follow him, then stopped, arrested by the sudden spectacle all around me. The drum boomed faster. The rowers groaned and followed the tempo. The whipmaster swaggered up the aisle. He cracked his whip in the air, loosening his arm. The rowers cringed.

The beat grew faster. The rowers at the outer edges of the ship were able to stay in their seats, but those along the aisle were abruptly driven to their toes by the heightened motion of the oars, scrambling to keep up, stretching their arms high in the air to keep the gyrating oars under control. Manacled to the wood, they had no choice.

The beat accelerated even more. The vast machine was at full throttle. The oars moved in great circles at a mad tempo. The slaves pumped with all their might. Horrified but unable to look away, I studied their grinning faces – jaws clenched, eyes burning with fear and confusion.

There was a loud snap and a crack, as if one of the great oars had suddenly split asunder, so close that I covered my face. In the same instant the boy who had smiled at me threw back his head. His mouth wrenched open in a silent howl.

The whipmaster raised his arm again. The lash slithered through the air. The boy shrieked as if he had been scalded. I saw the lash slither across his naked shoulders. He faltered against the oar, tripping on the catwalk. For a long moment he hung suspended from the manacles around his wrists as he was dragged forwards, backwards and up again. As he hung from the highest point, desperately trying to find his balance, the whip lashed against his thighs.

The boy screamed, convulsed and fell again. The oar carried him for another revolution. He somehow found his grip and joined in the effort, every muscle straining. The lash struck again. The drumbeat boomed. The whip rose and fell. Squealing and gasping from the pain, the boy danced like a spastic. His broad shoulders convulsed at the whipmaster’s rhythm, out of time with the great machine. His face contorted in agony. He cried like a child. The whipmaster struck him again and again.

I looked at the man’s face. He smiled grimly back at me, showing a mouth full of rotten teeth, then turned and spat across the shoulders of one of the straining slaves. He looked me in the eye and he raised his whip again, as if daring me to interfere. With a single voice the rowers groaned, like a tragic chorus. I looked at the boy, who never ceased rowing. He looked back at me and moved his lips, unable to speak.

Suddenly I heard footsteps from above. The messenger returned, holding up his open hand as a signal to the drumbeater. ‘All clear! All clear!’ he shouted.

The drumbeat abruptly ceased. The oars were still. The sudden quiet was broken only by the lapping of waves against the ship, the creaking of wood, and the hoarse, gasping breath of the rowers. At my feet, the boy lay collapsed atop his oar, racked with sobbing. I looked down at his broad, muscle-scalloped back, livid with welts. The fresh wounds lay atop an accumulation of older scars; this was not the first time the whipmaster had singled him out.

Suddenly I saw nothing, heard nothing; the smell of the place overwhelmed me, as if the sweat of so many close-packed bodies had turned the fetid air to poison. I pushed the messenger aside and hurried up the steps, into the fresh air. Beneath the stars I leaned over the bulwark and emptied my stomach.

Afterwards I looked about, disoriented, weak, disgusted. The men on deck were busy taking down the auxiliary sail from the second mast. The water was calm, the shore dark and silent.

Marcus Mummius saw me and approached. He was in high spirits.

‘Lost your dinner, eh? It can happen when we rush to full speed and you’ve got a full belly. I told the owner not to stock such rich provisions. I’d rather throw up a bellyful of bread and water any day than a stomach full of half-chewed flesh and bile.’

I wiped my chin. ‘We outran them, then? The danger’s over?’

Mummius shrugged. ‘In a manner of speaking.’

‘What do you mean?’ I looked toward the stern. The sea behind us was empty. ‘How many were there? Where did they go?’

‘Oh, there were a thousand ships at least, all flying pirate banners. And now they’ve gone back to Hades, where they belong.’ He saw the look on my face and laughed. ‘Phantom pirates,’ he explained. ‘Sea spirits.’

‘What? I don’t understand.’ Men at sea are superstitious, but I could hardly believe that Mummius would half kill the galley slaves to outrun a few sea vapours or a stray whale.

But Mummius was not mad; it was worse than that. ‘A drill,’ he finally said, shaking his head and slapping me on the back, as if it were a joke I was too stupid to grasp.

‘A drill?’

‘Yes! A drill, an exercise. You have to have them every so often, especially on a non-military ship like the Fury, to make sure everyone’s on his toes. At least that’s the way we run things under—’ He began to say a name, then caught himself. ‘Under my commander,’ he finished. ‘Really catches the slaves off their guard when you do it at night!’

‘A drill?’ I repeated stupidly. ‘You mean there were no pirates? It was all unnecessary? But the slaves below are run ragged . . .’

‘Good!’ Mummius said, thrusting his jaw in the air. ‘ “The slaves of a Roman master must be always ready, always strong. Or else what good are they?”’ The words were not his own; he was quoting someone. What manner of man commanded Marcus Mummius and could afford to be so profligate with his human tools?

I looked down at the oars that projected from the Fury, suspended motionless above the waves. A moment later the oars stirred and dipped into the waves. The slaves had been given a brief respite and now were at work once again.

I hung my head and took a deep breath of salty air and wished I were back in Rome, asleep in Bethesda’s arms.
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I was awakened by a poke in the ribs. Eco stood over me, gesturing for me to get up.

Sunlight was streaming through the porthole. I rose to my knees on the mattress and looked out to see land nearby with here and there a habitation set among the rocky cliffs. The buildings lower down, nearest the water, were ramshackle affairs, humble dwellings pieced together with driftwood, festooned with nets and surrounded by little shipyards. The buildings higher up were markedly different – sprawling villas with white columns and grapevine trellises.

I stood up to stretch as best I could within the cramped quarters. I splashed my face with water and sucked in a mouthful, swished it to clean my tongue and spat it out the porthole. Eco had already set out my better tunic. While I dressed he combed my hair and then played barber. When the ship gave a tiny pitch I held my breath, but he did not nick me once.

Eco fetched bread and apples, and we fed ourselves on the deck, contemplating the view as Marcus Mummius guided the ship into the great bay which Romans have always called the Cup, likening it to a vast bowl of water with villages all about its rim. The ancient Greeks who first colonized the region called it the Bay of Neapolis, I think, after their chief settlement. My sometimes-client Cicero calls it the Bay of Luxury, with a derisive tone of voice; he himself does not own a villa there – yet.

We entered the Cup from the north, skirting the narrows between the Cape of Misenum and the small island of Procida. Directly before us, at the far side of the bay, loomed the larger island of Capri, like a craggy finger pointing skyward. The sun was high, the day was fine and clear without a touch of haze on the water. Between us and the opposite strait that separates Capri from the Promontory of Minerva the water was spangled with the multicoloured sails of fishing boats and the bigger sails of the trading ships and ferries that circle the bay, carrying goods and passengers from Surrentum and Pompeii on the south side to Neapolis and Puteoli on the north.

We rounded the headland, and the entire bay opened before us, glittering beneath the sun. At its apex, looming above the little village of Herculaneum, rose Vesuvius. The sight always impresses me. The mountain towers on the horizon like a great pyramid flattened at the top. With its fertile slopes covered by meadows and vineyards, Vesuvius presides over the Cup like a bounteous, benevolent god, an emblem of steadfastness and serenity. For a while, in the early days of slave revolt, Spartacus and his men took refuge on the higher slopes.

The Fury stayed close to the land, circling the Cape of Misenum and then turning her back on Vesuvius to glide majestically into the hidden harbour. The sails were furled; sailors ran about the deck securing ropes and tackles. I pulled Eco out of the way, fearing that without a voice to protect himself he might be stepped on or tangled in the swinging ropes. He gently shrugged my hand from his shoulder and rolled his eyes. I’m not a boy any longer, he seemed to be saying, but it was with a boy’s excitement that he turned his head this way and that, trying to observe everything at once, craning his neck and skittering about with a look of awe on his face. His eye missed nothing; in the rush of confusion he grabbed my arm and pointed towards the skiff that had pushed off from the docks and was making its way towards the Fury.

The boat pulled alongside. Marcus Mummius leaned over the bulwark, shouting a question. After he heard the reply he threw back his head and let out a sigh – whether of relief or regret I could not tell.

He looked up and scowled at my approach. ‘Nothing was resolved in my absence,’ he sighed. ‘You’ll be needed after all. At least the journey wasn’t wasted.’

‘Then you can tell me officially now that my employer is Marcus Crassus?’

Mummius looked at me ruefully. ‘You think you’re awfully clever, don’t you? I only hope you’ll be half that clever when the need comes. Now off with you – down the ladder!’

‘And you?’

‘I’ll follow later, after I’ve seen to the ship. For now you’re in the hands of Faustus Fabius. He’ll take you to the villa at Baiae and see to matters there.’

Eco and I descended to the skiff, where a tall redheaded man in a dark blue tunic stood waiting to greet us. His face was young, but I saw the lines of age at the corners of his cat-green eyes; he was probably in his middle thirties, about the same age as Mummius. He clasped my hand, and I saw the flash of a patrician ring on his finger, but a gold ring was hardly necessary to show that he came from an old family. The Fabii are as old as the Cornelii or Aemilii, older than the Claudii. But even without the ring and without the name I would have known him for a patrician. Only a Roman noble of the most venerable ancestry can pull back his shoulders quite so stiffly and hold his chin so rigidly upright – even in a small, rocking boat – without looking either pompous or ridiculous.

‘You’re the one they call the Finder?’ His voice was smooth and deep. As he spoke he arched one eyebrow, such a typical patrician gesture that I sometimes wonder if the old nobility have an extra muscle in their foreheads for just this purpose.

‘Gordianus, from Rome,’ I said.

‘Good, good. Here, we’d better sit, unless you’re an excellent swimmer.’

‘I’m hardly a swimmer at all,’ I confessed.

Faustus Fabius nodded. ‘This is your assistant?’

‘My son, Eco.’

‘I see. It’s good that you’ve arrived. Gelina will be relieved. For some reason she took it into her head that Mummius might be able to get back by late last night. We all told her that was impossible; even under the very best conditions the ship couldn’t return before this afternoon. But she wouldn’t listen. Before she went to bed she arranged to have messengers descend to the harbour, one every hour, to see if the ship had arrived. The household is in chaos, as you can imagine.’

He saw the blank look on my face. ‘Ah, but Mummius has told you next to nothing, I suppose. Yes, those were his instructions. Never fear, all shall be made clear to you.’ He turned his face to the breeze and took a deep breath, letting his unfashionably long hair flutter in the wind like a red mane.

I looked about the harbour. The Fury was by far the largest vessel. The rest were small fishing boats and pleasure craft. Misenum has never been a particularly busy port; most of the trade that flows into and out of the Cup is channelled through Puteoli, the busiest port in all Italy. Yet it seemed to me that Misenum was more quiet than it should be, considering its proximity to the luxurious district of Baiae and its famous mineral springs. I said as much to Faustus Fabius.

‘So you’ve been here before?’ he asked.

‘A few times.’

‘Well acquainted with trading vessels and business on the Campanian coast, are you?’

I shrugged. ‘Business has brought me to the Cup now and again over the years. I’m no expert on sea traffic, but am I wrong to say that the harbour appears rather empty?’

He made a slight grimace. ‘Not wrong at all. Between the pirates at sea and Spartacus inland, trade everywhere in Campania has come to a standstill. Hardly anything moves on the roads or the sea lanes – which makes it all the more amazing that Marcus was willing to send the Fury after you.’

‘By Marcus you mean Marcus Mummius?’

‘Of course not; Mummius doesn’t own a trireme! I mean Marcus Crassus.’ Fabius smiled thinly. ‘Oh, but you weren’t supposed to know that, were you, at least not until you landed? Well, here we are. Hold on for the jolt – these clumsy rowers, you’d think they were trying to ram an enemy vessel. A stint on the Fury might do them some good.’ I saw the slaves at the oars cower, or pretend to.

As we stepped onto the dock I looked back again at the harbour. ‘You mean to say there’s no trade at all these days?’

Fabius shrugged. I ascribed his grimace to the patricians’ traditional disdain for all matters of commerce. ‘Sailboats and skiffs shuttle back and forth across the Cup, of course, exchanging goods and passengers between the villages,’ he said. ‘But it’s a rarer and rarer occurrence to see a big ship from Egypt or Africa or even Spain come in from the sea headed for the big docks at Puteoli. Of course, in another few weeks travel by sea will stop altogether for the winter. As for goods from inland, all of the south of Italy is under the shadow of Spartacus now. He’s made his winter stronghold in the mountains around Thurii, after spending all summer terrorizing the region east of Vesuvius. Crops were destroyed, farms and villas were burned to the ground. The markets are empty. It’s a good thing the locals needn’t live off bread; no one around here will starve so long as there are fish in the Cup or oysters in Lake Lucrinus.’

He turned and led us across the dock. ‘I don’t suppose there are any shortages in Rome, despite the troubles? Shortages are not allowed in Rome.’

‘ “The people fear, but suffer not,” ’ I quoted from a recent speech I had heard in the Forum.

Fabius snorted. ‘It’s just like the Senate. They’ll go to any lengths to see that the rabble in Rome remains comfortable. Meanwhile, they can’t manage to send a decent commander against either Spartacus or the pirates. What a congregation of incompetents! Rome has never been the same since Sulla opened the doors of the Senate as a reward to all his rich cronies; now trinket salesmen and olive oil merchants line up to give speeches, while gladiators rape the countryside. It’s only luck that Spartacus has so far lacked either the brains or the nerve to march on Rome itself.’

‘That possibility is discussed daily.’

‘I’m sure it is. What else do Romans have to talk about these days, between plates of caviar and stuffed quail?’

‘Pompey is always a popular subject for gossip,’ I offered. ‘They say he’s almost put down the rebels in Spain. Popular opinion looks to Pompey to hurry back and put an end to Spartacus.’

‘Pompey!’ Faustus Fabius infused the name with almost as much disdain as had Marcus Mummius. ‘Not that he doesn’t come from a good family, of course, and no one can discount his military achievements. But for once Pompey is not the right man in the right place at the right time.’

‘And who is?’

Fabius smiled and dilated his broad nostrils. ‘You’ll be meeting him shortly.’

 

Horses awaited us. Accompanied by Fabius’s bodyguard, we rode through the village of Misenum and then headed north on a stone-paved road beside the broad, muddy beach. At length the road turned inland from the beach and ascended a low wooded ridge. On either side, through the trees, I began to glimpse great houses, set far apart with cultivated gardens and patches of wilderness between them. Eco widened his eyes. At my side he had met wealthy men and had occasionally been allowed in their homes, but such ostentation as that which thrives on the Cup was new to him. The city houses of the wealthy, set close together with plain facades, do not impose as do their country villas. Away from the jealous eyes of the urban masses, in settings where no one but slaves or visitors as wealthy as themselves are likely to come knocking, the great Romans show no fear in advertising their taste and their ability to pay for it. Old-fashioned orators in the Forum say that wealth did not flaunt itself in earlier days, but in my lifetime gold has never been afraid to show its face, especially on the Bay of Luxury.

Faustus Fabius set a leisurely pace. If this errand was urgent, he did not show it. There seems to be something in the very air of the Campanian coast that relaxes even the most harried of city dwellers from the north. I sensed it myself – a crispness in the pine-scented air spiced with sea spray, a special clarity of sunlight charging the sky and reflected from the vast bowl of the bay, a feeling of harmony with the gods of earth, air, fire, and water. Such contentment loosens tongues, and I found it easy to open up Faustus Fabius by exclaiming at the views and asking a few questions about the topography and the local cuisine. He was a Roman through and through, but clearly he visited the region often enough to have a thorough knowledge of the coastal Campanians and their old Greek customs.

‘I must say, Faustus Fabius, my host on land is certainly more informative than the one I had at sea.’ He acknowledged the comment with a thin smile and a knowing nod; I could see he had little affection for Marcus Mummius. ‘Tell me,’ I went on, ‘just who is this Mummius?’

Fabius raised his eyebrow. ‘I thought you would have known that. Mummius was one of Crassus’s protégés in the civil wars; since then he’s become Crassus’s right-hand man in military affairs. The Mummii aren’t a particularly distinguished family, but like most Roman families that survive long enough, they do possess at least one famous ancestor. Unfortunately, the fame goes hand in hand with a taint of scandal. Marcus Mummius’s great-grandfather was a consul back in the days of the Gracchi; he won triumphs for his campaigns in Spain and Greece. You never heard of Mad Mummius, also known as the Barbarian?’

I shrugged. The minds of patricians are surely different from those of us ordinary men; how else can they effortlessly catalogue so much glory and gossip and scandal about so many ancestors, not just their own but everyone else’s? At the least prompting they can recount picayune details of life after life, going all the way back to King Numa and beyond.

Fabius smiled. ‘It’s unlikely, but if the matter should happen to come up around Marcus, be careful what you say; he’s surprisingly sensitive about his ancestor’s reputation. Well, then: many years ago this Mad Mummius was commissioned by the Senate to put down the revolt of the Achaean League in Greece. Mummius destroyed them completely, and then systematically looted Corinth before levelling the city and enslaving the populace by senatorial decree.’

‘Another glorious chapter in the history of our empire. Surely an ancestor any Roman should be proud of.’

‘Indeed,’ said Fabius, his teeth slightly clenched at the irony in my voice.

‘And his butchery earned him the name Mad Mummius?’

‘Oh, by Hercules, no. It wasn’t his bloodthirstiness or his cruelty. It was the indiscriminate way he handled the works of art he shipped back to Rome. Priceless statuary arrived in pieces, filigreed urns were scarred and scraped, jewels were torn from caskets, precious glassware was shattered. They say the man couldn’t tell a Polyclitus from a Polydorus!’

‘Imagine that!’

‘No, really! They say a Juno by Polyclitus and a Venus by Polydorus each lost her head in transit, and when Mad Mummius was having them reassembled he ordered the workmen to attach the wrong heads to the wrong statues. The error was evident to any fool with two eyes. One of the Corinthian captives, outraged by the blasphemy, advised Mad Mummius of the error, whereupon the general had the old man soundly whipped and sold to the mines. Then he ordered his men to leave the statues exactly as they were, saying he thought they looked better that way.’ Fabius shook his head in disgust; to a patrician, a scandal a hundred years ago is still a scandal this morning. ‘Old Mummius became known as Mad Mummius, the Barbarian, given that his sensibilities were no better than those of a Thracian or a Gaul. The family has never quite shaken off the embarrassment. A pity, since our Marcus Mummius idolized his ancestor for his military skills, and rightly so.’

‘And Crassus recognizes the skills of Marcus Mummius?’

‘His right hand, as I said.’

I nodded. ‘And who are you, Faustus Fabius?’

I looked at him steadily, trying to pierce his feline countenance, but he rewarded my scrutiny with a bland expression that seemed to be a smile on one side and a frown on the other. ‘I suppose that would make me the left hand of Crassus,’ he said.

The road grew level as we gained the summit of the ridge. Through the trees to the right I caught occasional glimpses of water below and, far away across the inlet, the clay rooftops of Puteoli, shimmering like tiny red beads. For some time I had seen no houses on either side; it seemed that we were passing through a single large estate. We passed grape arbours and cultivated fields, but I saw no slaves at work. I remarked on the absence of any signs of life. Thinking Fabius had not heard me over the clatter of our horses, I repeated my remark more loudly, but he only looked straight ahead and did not answer.

At last a smaller road branched off to the right. There was no gate, but two pylons flanked the road. Each red-stained column was surmounted by the bronze head of a bull with a ring through its nose.

The land on either side of the road was wild and forested. The way wound gradually downward towards the coast. Through the trees I could see blue water flecked with faraway sails, and again the roofs of Puteoli across the water. Then the way took a sharp turn around a large boulder. The trees and thickets abruptly drew back, revealing the massive facade of the villa.

The roof was of clay tiles which blazed fiery red in the sunlight. The walls were stained saffron. The central mass was two storeys high, flanked by wings that projected to the north and south. We halted in the gravel courtyard, where a pair of slaves ran to help us dismount and to lead the horses to the nearby stables. Eco dusted his tunic and looked about, wide-eyed, as Faustus Fabius escorted us to the entrance. Funeral wreaths of cypress and fir adorned the high oak doors.

Fabius knocked. The door opened just enough for a blinking eye to peer out, and then was pulled wide open by an unseen slave who cowered behind it. Fabius raised his hand in a gesture that invited us to follow and at the same time demanded silence. My eyes were used to the sunlight, so that the hallway seemed quite dark. I saw the wax masks of the household ancestors in their niches only as vague shadows on either side of us, like ghosts without bodies peering from little windows.

The dark hallway opened into an atrium. The space was square, surrounded by a colonnaded portico on the ground floor and a narrow walkway on the floor above. Cobblestone pathways meandered through a low garden. There was a small fountain at the centre, where a bronze faun threw back his head in delight as tiny jets of water splashed from his pipes. The workmanship was exquisite. The creature seemed to be alive, ready to leap and dance; the sound of bubbling water was almost like laughter. At our approach, two yellow birds who were bathing themselves in the tiny pool flew in a startled circle about the faun’s prancing hooves, then upwards to perch nervously on the balustrade that circled the upper storey, and then upwards again into the blue sky.

I watched them ascend, then lowered my eyes to the garden again. That was when I saw the great funeral bier at the far end of the atrium, and the body that lay upon it.

Fabius walked through the garden, where he paused to dip his fingers into the basin at the faun’s feet and then touch them to his forehead. Eco and I followed his example and joined him before the body. ‘Lucius Licinius,’ said Fabius in a low voice.

In life, the dead man had possessed great wealth; either that or his funeral arrangements were being provided by someone with a remarkable purse. Even very wealthy families are usually content to lay their deceased upon a wooden bed with ivory legs and perhaps some decorative ivory inlays. This elegantly carved bed was made entirely of ivory, from head to foot. I had heard of such lavishness, but had never before seen an example. The precious substance glowed with a waxen paleness almost as smooth and colourless as the flesh of the dead man himself.

Purple blankets embroidered with gold lay upon the bed, along with adornments of asters and evergreen branches. The corpse was dressed in a white toga with elegant green and white embroidery. The feet were clad in freshly oiled sandals and pointed toward the door of the house, as prescribed by tradition.

Eco wrinkled his nose. An instant later I did the same. Despite the perfumes and unguents with which the body had been anointed, and the pan of incense set above a low brazier nearby, there was a decided odour of decay in the air. Eco moved to cover his nose with the hem of his sleeve; I batted his hand away and frowned at his rudeness.

Fabius said in a low voice, ‘This is the fifth day.’ It would be two more days until the funeral then, to allow the seven days of public mourning. The body would be quite pungent by then. With such an ostentatious display of wealth, surely the family had paid for the best anointers to be found in Baiae, or more likely had brought them over from bustling Puteoli, but their skill had not been good enough. There was an added irony in the carelessness with which the deceased was displayed; a few stray tendrils of ivy had fallen over his head, obscuring not only half his face but any laurel crown that he might have been wearing in remembrance of some earthly honour.

‘This ivy,’ I said, ‘looks almost as if it had been placed over his face on purpose . . .’

Fabius did not stop me as I gently lifted the green tendrils that had been so skilfully arranged to hide the dead man’s scalp. The wound beneath was of the sort that makes anointers of the dead throw up their hands in despair – almost impossible to purify and seal, too large to be hidden in any subtle way, too deep and ugly to be looked at for long. Eco made an involuntary sound of disgust and turned his face away, then leaned back to take a closer look.

‘Hideous, isn’t it?’ whispered Fabius, averting his face. ‘And Lucius Licinius was such a vain man. A pity he can’t look his best in death.’

I steeled myself to look at the dead man’s face. A sharp, heavy blow or blows had destroyed the upper right quadrant of his face, tearing the ear, smashing the cheekbone and jaw and ruining the eye, which despite any efforts to close it after death remained narrowly opened and clotted with blood. I studied what remained of the face and was able to imagine a handsome man of middle age, greying slightly at the temples, with a strong nose and chin. The lips were slightly parted, showing the gold coin that had been placed on his tongue by the anointers – the fee for the boatman Charon to ferry him across the river Styx.

‘His death was not an accident?’ I offered.

‘Hardly.’

‘An altercation that came to blows?’

‘Possibly. It happened late at night. His body was found here in the atrium the next morning. The circumstances were obvious.’

‘Yes?’

‘A runaway slave – some fool following the example of Spartacus, it appears. Someone else will explain the matter to you in more detail.’

‘This was done by an escaped slave? I am not a slave hunter, Faustus Fabius. Why was I brought here?’

He glanced at the dead man, then at the bubbling faun. ‘Someone else will explain.’

‘Very well. The victim – what did you call him?’

‘Lucius Licinius.’

‘He was the master of the house?’

‘More or less,’ said Fabius.

‘No riddles, please.’

Fabius pursed his lips. ‘This should have been Mummius’s job, not mine. I agreed to escort you to the villa, but I never agreed to explain the matter to you once you arrived.’

‘Marcus Mummius isn’t here. But I am, and so is the corpse of a murdered man.’

Fabius grimaced. Patrician or not, he struck me as a man used to being stuck with unpleasant jobs, and he did not like it. What had he called himself – the left hand of Crassus? ‘Very well,’ he finally said. ‘This is the way things were with Lucius Licinius. He and Crassus were cousins, closely linked by blood. I gather they hardly knew one another growing up, but that changed when they became men. Many of the Licinii were wiped out in the civil wars; once things got back to normal under Sulla’s dictatorship, Crassus and Lucius formed a closer relationship.’

‘Not a friendship?’

‘It was more in the nature of a business partnership.’ Fabius smiled. ‘But then everything is business with Marcus Crassus. Anyway, in any relationship there must be a stronger and a weaker partner. I think you must know enough about Crassus, if only by hearsay, to imagine which of them was subservient.’

‘Lucius Licinius.’

‘Yes. Lucius was a poor man to start with, and he would have stayed that way without Crassus’s help. Lucius had so little imagination; he wasn’t the sort to see an opportunity and seize it, unless he was pushed. Meanwhile, Crassus was busy making his millions in real estate up in Rome – you must know the legend.’

I nodded. When the dictator Sulla finally triumphed in the civil wars, he destroyed his enemies by seizing their property and rewarded his supporters, Pompey and Crassus among them, with villas and farms; thus had Crassus begun his ascent, driven by an apparently boundless appetite for property. Once in the streets of Rome I had come upon a burning building, and there was Crassus bidding on the tenement next to it. The owner, confused and desperate and believing he was about to lose his property to the spreading flames, sold it to Crassus on the spot for a song, whereupon the millionaire called out his private fire brigades to put out the flames. Such tales about Crassus were commonplace in Rome.

‘Everything Crassus touched seemed to turn to gold,’ Fabius explained. ‘His cousin Lucius, on the other hand, muddled about trying to make a living off the land, like all good, old-fashioned plebeians. He lost and lost until he was bankrupt. Finally he begged Crassus to save him, and Crassus did. He made Lucius a kind of factotum, a representative to look after some of Crassus’s business enterprises on the Cup. In a good year – without pirates or Spartacus – there’s a great deal of business transacted on the Cup; it’s not all luxurious villas and oyster farms. Crassus owns mines in Spain, and a fleet of ships that bring the ore to Puteoli. He owns metalworkers in Neapolis and Pompeii who turn the ore into utensils and weapons and finished works of art. He owns ships that transport slaves from Alexandria to Puteoli. He owns farms and vineyards all over Campania, and supplies the hordes of slaves that are needed to work them. Crassus can’t oversee all these small details himself; his interests extend from Spain to Egypt. He delegated responsibility for local business here on the Cup to Lucius, who oversaw Crassus’s investments and enterprises in a plodding but adequate manner.’

‘The running of this house, for example?’

‘Actually, Crassus himself owns the house and all the land around it. He has no need for villas; he scoffs at the idea of retreating to the countryside or the coast to relax and read poetry. And yet somehow he keeps acquiring them, dozens of villas by now. He can’t keep empty houses all over Italy, so he prefers to rent them to his family and his factotums. Then, when he travels, he can reside in them when and as he needs to, a guest and yet more than a guest.’

‘And the household slaves?’

‘They are also the property of Crassus.’

‘And the Fury, the trireme in the harbour that brought me from Ostia?’

‘That belongs to Crassus, too, although it was Lucius who oversaw its use.’

‘And the deserted vineyards and fields we rode through on the way from Misenum?’

‘Property of Crassus. Along with numerous other properties and manufactories and gladiator schools and farms in the region, from here to Surrentum.’

‘Then to call Lucius Licinius the master of this house—’

‘Licinius gave the orders and acted independently in his own home, to be sure. But he was nothing more than Crassus’s creature. A servant, really, if a privileged and very pampered one.’

‘I see. Is there a widow?’

‘Her name is Gelina.’

‘And children?’

‘Their marriage was barren.’

‘No heir?’

‘Crassus, as his cousin and patron, will inherit Licinius’s debts and possessions.’

‘And Gelina?’

‘She now becomes Crassus’s dependent.’

‘From the way you speak, Faustus Fabius, it seems that Crassus owns the whole world.’

‘I sometimes think he does. Or will,’ he said, raising an eyebrow.
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There was a loud booming at the door. A slave hurried to answer it. The door swung ponderously open, illuminating the dim hallway with a wedge of muted sunlight that framed a stocky, broad-shouldered silhouette in the flowing red cape of a military officer. Marcus Mummius marched towards us through the little garden, trampling on a bed of herbs and banging his elbow against the delicate faun.

He stopped before the body and scowled at the sight of the exposed wound. ‘You’ve already seen it, then,’ he said, reaching out to replace the camouflage of ivy and making a mess of it. ‘Poor Lucius Licinius. I suppose Fabius has explained everything to you.’

‘Not at all,’ I said.

‘Good! Because it’s not his job to brief you. I wouldn’t have thought he could keep his lips sealed around a stranger, but perhaps we’ll make a soldier of him yet.’ Mummius smiled broadly.

Fabius gave him a withering look. ‘You seem to be in high spirits.’

‘I raced my men all the way up from Misenum. A swift ride to loosen the joints after a few days at sea – that and the air of the Cup should put any man in high spirits.’

‘Still, you might lower your voice just a little, in deference to the dead.’

Mummius’s smile disappeared in his beard. ‘Sorry,’ he muttered, and returned to the fountain to dab at the water and touch his moistened fingers to his bowed forehead. He looked uneasily at the body, and then at each of us, waiting for any notice of his impiety to the shade of Lucius Licinius to pass.

‘Perhaps we should call on Gelina,’ he finally said.

‘Without me,’ Fabius said. ‘I have business to attend to in Puteoli, and not much time if I’m to get there and back before sundown.’

‘And where is Crassus?’ Mummius called after him.

‘In Puteoli as well, on business of his own. He left this morning with word that Gelina should not expect him back before dinner this evening.’ The door opened for him, pulled by an invisible slave in the shadows so that it seemed to open by magic at his approach. He stepped into the light and disappeared.

‘What a prig,’ Mummius muttered under his breath. ‘And for all his high-flown attitude, they say his family could barely afford to buy him a decent tutor. Good blood, but one of his ancestors emptied the family coffers and no one ever filled them up again. Crassus took him on as a lieutenant only as a favour to Fabius’s father; he hasn’t turned out to have much talent as a military man, either. I could name a few plebeian families who’ve made more of a mark in the last hundred years or so.’ He smiled a bit smugly, then called to a little slave boy who was crossing the atrium: ‘You there, Meto, go and find your mistress and tell her I’ve arrived with her guest from Rome. As soon as we’ve refreshed ourselves in the baths, we shall call on her.’

‘Is that necessary?’ I asked. ‘After the insane rush to get me here, do you really think we should spend time in a tub of water?’

‘Nonsense. You can’t meet Gelina smelling like a sea horse.’ He laughed at his own joke and put a hand on my shoulder to lead me away from the corpse. ‘Besides, taking the waters is the first thing anyone does when he arrives in Baiae. It’s like praying to Neptune before setting out to sea. The waters here are alive, you know. Homage must be paid.’

It seemed that the relaxing airs of the Cup could loosen even Mummius’s staid and stodgy discipline. I put my arm around Eco’s shoulders and followed our host, shaking my head in wonder.

What Mummius had casually referred to as the baths was in fact an impressive installation within the house that seemed to have been built over a natural terrace on the side of the hill, facing the bay. A great coffered dome lacquered with gold paint arched over the space, pierced by a round hole at the summit that admitted a beam of pure white light. Beneath this was a round pool with concentric steps leading into its depths, its surface obscured by roiling masses of sulphurous steam. An archway on the eastern side opened onto a terrace furnished with tables and chairs, with a view of the bay. A series of doors around the pool defined a semicircular arcade; the doors were of wood painted dark red, the handles were of gold in the shape of fish with their heads and tails attached to the wood. The first door led into a heated changing room; the other rooms, so Mummius explained as we shed our tunics, contained pools of various sizes and shapes, filled with water of various temperatures.

‘Built by the famous Sergius Orata himself,’ Mummius boasted. ‘You’ve heard of him?’

‘No.’

‘The most famous Puteolian of all, the man who made Baiae what it is today. He started the oyster farms on Lake Lucrinus – that earned him his first fortune. Then he turned out to be a master engineer at building pools and fish ponds, and villa owners all around the Cup showered him with commissions. This house contained a modest bath when Crassus acquired the estate. With Crassus’s permission, not to mention Crassus’s money, Lucius Licinius added an upper storey here, a new wing there, and had the baths completely rebuilt, employing Sergius Orata himself to draw up and execute the plans. I’d prefer a little grotto in the woods or a common city pool myself – this kind of luxury is rather absurd, isn’t it? Impressive but excessive, as the philosophers say.’

Mummius stepped up to a brass hook cast as the heads of Cerberus and mounted in the wall. He hooked his shoes over two of the heads and hung his belt in the open jaws of the third. He pulled the heavy chain mail over his head and set about unbuckling leather straps. ‘But you have to admire such feats of plumbing. There’s a natural hot spring that comes out of the earth at just this spot; that’s why the first owner chose to build here – that, and the view. When Orata rebuilt, he designed the pipes so that some of the pools are piping hot, while others are mixed with cool water from a different spring up the hill. You can pass from the coolest to the hottest and back again. In winter some of the rooms in the house are even heated by water from the hot spring, piped under the floors. This changing room, for example, is kept warm all year long.’

‘Most impressive,’ I agreed, pulling my undertunic over my head. I started to place it in one of the coffers in the wall but Mummius intervened. He called to an old, stooped slave who stood at a discreet distance across the room. ‘Here, take these and have them washed,’ he said, indicating my things and Eco’s and pulling his own tunic over his shoulders. ‘Bring back something suitable for an audience with your mistress.’ The slave gathered up the garments and studied us for a moment, estimating our sizes, then slunk from the room.

Naked, Marcus Mummius looked something like a bear, with big shoulders, a broad middle and dense swirls of black hair all over his body, except where he was marked by scars. Eco seemed particularly intrigued by a long slash that ran across his left pectoral like a cleared furrow in a forest.

‘Battle of the Colline Gate,’ Mummius said proudly, looking down and pointing to the scar. ‘Crassus’s proudest moment, and mine. That was the day we retook Rome for Sulla; the dictator never forgot what we did for him. I was wounded early in the day, but fortunately it was on the left side, which allowed me to go on using my sword arm.’ He mimed the action, bolting forward and swinging his right arm, causing the rather stout sword between his legs to swing heavily back and forth as well. ‘In the pitch of battle I hardly noticed the wound, just a dull burning. It wasn’t until late that night when I went to deliver a message to Crassus that I passed clear out. They say I was as white as marble and didn’t wake up for two days. Oh, but that was over ten years ago, I was just a boy, really – couldn’t have been that much older than you,’ he said, punching Eco on the shoulder.

Eco smiled back at him crookedly and curiously examined Mummius for more scars, of which there was no shortage. Tiny nicks and plugs were scattered all over his limbs and torso like badges, easily discernible where they interrupted the general hairiness of his flesh.

He gathered a towel about his waist and gestured for us to do likewise, then led us from the changing room back into the great domed vault with the circular pool. The day was beginning to cool and the steam rose in great clouds from the water, hissing and smelling strongly of sulphur.

‘Apollonius!’ Mummius smiled broadly and strode to the far side of the pool, where a young slave in a green tunic stood at the water’s edge, obscured by the mist.

As we drew closer, I was impressed by the slave’s extraordinary beauty. His hair was thick and almost blue-black, the colour of the sky on a moonless night. His eyes were a vibrant blue. His forehead, nose, cheeks, and chin were perfectly smooth and followed the serene proportions from which the Greeks defined perfection. His full, bow-shaped lips seemed to hover on the edge of a smile. He was not tall, but beneath the loose folds of his tunic he clearly had an athlete’s physique.

‘Apollonius!’ Mummius said again. He looked back at me over his shoulder. ‘I shall begin with the hottest pool,’ he announced, pointing at a door across the way, ‘followed by a vigorous massage from Apollonius. And you?’

‘I think I’ll test these waters first,’ I said, dipping my foot into the main pool and quickly drawing it back. ‘Or perhaps one a little less scalding.’

‘Try that one, it’s the coolest,’ said Mummius, indicating a chamber next to the changing room. He strode away with his hand on the slave’s shoulder, humming a boisterous marching tune.

 

We sweated and scraped ourselves clean with ivory strigils; we immersed ourselves in one pool and then in another, going from cool to hot and back again, and when we were done with our ablutions Marcus Mummius rejoined us in the heated dressing room, where fresh undergarments and tunics had been laid out for us. Mine was of dark blue wool with a simple black border, befitting a guest in a household in mourning. The old slave had a sharp eye; it was a perfect fit, not even tight across my shoulders, as I often find borrowed garments to be. Mummius dressed in the plain but well-tailored black tunic he had worn on the night he summoned me.

Eco was less pleased with his costume. The slave, apparently thinking him younger than he was, or else too good-looking to be seen bare-limbed about the house, had brought him a long-sleeved blue tunic that reached to his knees. It was so modest that it would have been more suitable for a boy or girl of thirteen. I told Eco he should be flattered if the old slave found him so dazzling that he should hide himself. Mummius laughed; Eco blushed and would have none of it. He refused to dress until the slave brought him a tunic that matched mine. It was not quite as good a fit, but Eco made do by tightening the black woollen belt about his waist and seemed happy to be dressed in a more manly garment that showed his arms and legs.

Mummius guided us down long hallways where slaves bowed their heads and stepped meekly out of the way, down one flight of stairs and up another, through rooms decorated with exquisite statues and sumptuous wall paintings, across gardens breathing the last sweet breath of summer. At last we came to a semicircular room at the northern end of the house, set above a crag of rock overlooking the bay. A slave girl announced us and then departed.

The room was shaped like an amphitheatre. Where the stage would have been, steps led up to a colonnaded gallery. It opened onto a spectacular vista of sparkling water below and the port of Puteoli in the distance, and far away to the right an unimpeded view of Mount Vesuvius on the horizon and the towns of Herculaneum and Pompeii at its feet.

The interior of the room was so dark and the light from outside so dazzling that I could see the woman who reclined on the terrace only as a stark silhouette. She sat with her legs extended and her back upright on a low divan beside a small table set with a ewer and cups. She stared out at the bay and made no reaction as we entered; she might have been another statue, except that a gentle breeze wafted through the colonnade and caused the hanging folds of her gown to sway in the air.

She turned towards us. I could not yet distinguish her features, but there was a warm smile in her voice. ‘Marcus,’ she said, extending her right arm across her body in a gesture of welcome.

Mummius stepped onto the terrace, took her hand and bowed. ‘Your guest has arrived.’

‘So I see. Two of them, in fact. You must be Gordianus, the one they call the Finder.’

‘Yes.’

‘And this one?’

‘My son, called Eco. He does not speak, but he hears.’

She nodded and gestured for us to sit. As my eyes adjusted to the light, I began to make out the austere, rather stark features of her face – a strong jaw, high cheekbones, a high forehead – softened by the lush blackness of her eyebrows and eyelashes and the softness of her grey eyes. In deference to her widowhood, her black hair, touched with grey at the temples, was not dressed or arranged but simply brushed back from her face. From her neck to her ankles she was wrapped in a black stola loosely belted beneath her breasts and again at her waist. Her face was like the vista behind her, more lofty than lovely, animated and yet serenely detached. She spoke in even, measured tones and seemed to weigh each thought before she spoke it.

‘My name is Gelina. My father was Gaius Gelinus. My mother was of the Cornelii, distantly related to the dictator Sulla. The Gelinii came to Rome long ago from inland Campania. In recent years many died in the civil wars, fighting Cinna and Marius on behalf of Sulla. We are an old and proud family, but neither wealthy nor particularly prolific. There are not many of the Gelinii left.’

She paused to take a sip from the silver cup on the table beside her. The wine was almost black. It gave her lips a vivid magenta stain. She gestured to the cups on the table, which had already been filled for us.

‘Having no dowry to offer,’ she went on, ‘I was very lucky to marry a man like Lucius Licinius. The marriage was our own choice, not a family arrangement. You must understand, this was before Sulla’s dictatorship, during the wars; times were cruel and the future was very uncertain. Our families were equally impoverished and unenthusiastic about the match, but they acquiesced. I am sorry to say that in twenty years of marriage we had no children, nor was my husband as wealthy as you might think from the evidence of this house. But in our way we prospered.’

She began idly to rearrange the folds of the gown about her knee, as if to signal a change of subject. ‘You must wonder how I know of you, Gordianus. I learned of you from our mutual friend, Marcus Tullius Cicero. He speaks of you highly.’

‘Does he?’

‘He does. I myself met Cicero only last winter, when Lucius and I happened to be seated at the divan next to his at a dinner in Rome. He was a most charming man.’

‘That is a word some people use in describing Cicero,’ I agreed.

‘I asked him about his career in the law courts – men are always happy to talk about their careers,’ said Gelina. ‘Usually I only half listen, but something in his manner compelled me to pay attention.’

‘They say he is a most compelling speaker.’

‘Oh, he is, most certainly. Surely you’ve heard him yourself, speaking from the Rostra in the Forum?’

‘Often enough.’

Gelina narrowed her eyes in recollection, as serene as the profile of Vesuvius just above her head. ‘I found myself quite enthralled by his tale of Sextus Roscius, a wealthy farmer accused of murdering his own father, who called upon Cicero for legal counsel when no one else in Rome would come to his aid. It was Cicero’s first murder case; I understand it made his reputation.* Cicero told me he was assisted by a man named Gordianus, called the Finder. You were absolutely invaluable to him – as brave as an eagle and as stubborn as a mule, he said.’

‘Did he? Yes, well, that was eight years ago. I was still a young man, and Cicero was even younger.’

‘Since then he has ascended like a comet. The most talked-about advocate in Rome – quite a feat, for a man from such an obscure family. I understand that he has called upon your services a number of times.’

I nodded. ‘There was, of course, the matter of the woman of Arretium, only shortly after the trial of Sextus Roscius, while Sulla was still alive. And various murder trials, cases of extortion, and property disagreements over the years, not to mention a few private affairs concerning which I cannot mention names.’

‘It must be very rewarding to work for such a man.’

Sometimes I wish I were mute like Eco, so that I would not have to bite my tongue. I have fallen out and made up with Cicero so many times I am weary of it. Is he an honest man or a crass opportunist? A principled man of the people or an apologist for the rich nobility? If he were clearly one thing or the other, like most men, I would know what to think of him. Instead, he is the most exasperating man in Rome. His conceit and superior attitude, no matter how well deserved, do nothing to endear him to me; neither does his propensity for telling only half the truth, even when his purpose may be honourable. Cicero gives me a headache.

Gelina sipped her wine. ‘When this matter arose and I asked myself on whom I could call – someone trustworthy and discreet, someone from beyond the Cup, a man who would be dogged in pursuit of the truth and unafraid – brave as an eagle, as Cicero said . . .’

‘And stubborn as a mule.’

‘And clever. Above all, clever . . .’ Gelina sighed and looked out at the water. She seemed to be gathering strength. ‘You have seen the body of my husband?’

‘Yes.’

‘He was murdered.’

‘Yes.’

‘Brutally murdered. It happened five days ago, on the Nones of September – although his body was not discovered until the next morning . . .’ Her serenity suddenly departed; her voice quavered and she looked away.

Mummius moved closer to her and took her hand. ‘Strength,’ he whispered to her. Gelina nodded and caught her breath. She gripped his hand tightly, then released him.

‘If I am to help you,’ I said quietly, ‘I must know everything.’

For a long moment Gelina studied the view. When she looked back at me, her face had recomposed itself, as if she were able to absorb the serene detachment of the panorama by gazing upon it. Her voice was steady and calm as she continued.

‘He was discovered, as I said, early the next morning.’

‘Discovered where? By whom?’

‘In the front atrium, not far from where his body lies at this moment. It was one of the slaves who found him – Meto, the little boy who carries messages and wakes the other slaves to begin their morning duties. It was still dark; not a cock had crowed, the boy said, and the whole world seemed as still as death.’

‘What was the exact disposition of the body? Perhaps we should summon this Meto—’

‘No, I can tell you myself. Meto came to fetch me right away, and nothing was touched before I arrived. Lucius lay on his back, his eyes still open.’

‘Flat on his back?’

‘Yes.’

‘And his arms and legs, were they crumpled about his body? Was he clutching his head?’

‘No. His legs were straight, and his arms were above his head.’

‘Like Atlas, holding up the world?’

‘I suppose.’

‘And the weapon that was used to kill him, was it nearby?’

‘It was never found.’

‘No? Surely there was a stone with blood on it, or a piece of metal. If not in the house, then perhaps in the courtyard.’

‘No. But there was a piece of cloth.’ She shuddered. Mummius sat up in his chair; this was apparently a detail that was new to him.

‘Cloth?’ I said.

‘A man’s cloak, soaked with blood. It was found only yesterday, not in the courtyard, but about half a mile up the road that heads northwards, toward Cumae and Puteoli. One of the slaves going to market happened to see it among the brush and brought it to me.’

‘Was it your husband’s cloak?’

Gelina frowned. ‘I don’t know. It’s hard to tell what it must have looked like; you would hardly know it was a cloak at all without examining it – all rumpled and stiff with blood, you understand?’ She took a deep breath. ‘It’s simple wool, dyed a dark brown, almost black. It might have belonged to Lucius; he owned many cloaks. It could be anyone’s.’

‘Surely not. Was it the cloak of a rich man, or a slave? Was it new or old, well made or tawdry?’

Gelina shrugged. ‘I can’t say.’

‘I’ll need to see it.’

‘Of course. Ask Meto, later; I couldn’t bear to look at it now.’

‘I understand. But tell me this: was there much blood on the floor, beneath the wound? Or was there little blood?’

‘I think – only a little. Yes, I remember wondering how such a terrible wound could have bled so little.’

‘Then perhaps we can assume that the blood on this cloak came from Lucius Licinius. What else can you tell me?’

Gelina paused for a long moment. I could see she was faced with a disagreeable but unavoidable declaration. ‘On the morning that Lucius was found dead, there were two slaves missing from the household. They’ve been missing ever since. But I cannot believe that either of them could possibly have murdered Lucius.’

‘Who are these slaves?’

‘Their names are Zeno and Alexandros. Zeno is – was – my husband’s accountant and secretary. He wrote letters, balanced accounts, managed this and that. He had been with Lucius for almost six years, ever since Crassus began to favour us and our fortunes changed. An educated Greek slave, quiet and soft-spoken, very gentle, with a white beard and a frail body. I had always hoped, if we ever had a son, that Zeno could be his first tutor. It is simply not conceivable that he could have murdered Lucius. The idea that he could murder anyone is preposterous.’

‘And the other slave?’

‘A young Thracian called Alexandros. We bought him four months ago at the market in Puteoli, to work in the stables. He has a marvellous way with horses. He could read and do simple sums, as well. Zeno used him sometimes in my husband’s library, to add figures or copy letters. Alexandros is very quick to learn, very clever. He never showed any signs of discontent. On the contrary, it seemed to me that he was one of the happiest slaves in the household. I can’t believe that he murdered Lucius.’

‘And yet both these slaves disappeared on the night your husband was murdered?’

‘Yes. I can’t explain it.’

Mummius, who until then had been silent, cleared his throat. ‘There is more to the story. The most damning evidence of all.’ Gelina looked away, then nodded in resignation. She gestured for him to continue. ‘On the floor at Lucius’s feet, someone used a knife to carve out six letters. They’re crude and shallow, hastily done, but you can read them clearly enough.’

‘What do they spell?’ I asked.

‘The name of a famous village in Greece,’ said Mummius grimly. ‘Although someone as clever as you might presume that whoever did the scrawling simply didn’t have the time to finish the job.’

‘What village? I don’t understand.’

Mummius dipped his finger into his goblet and wrote the letters in blood-red wine on the marble table, all straight lines and sharp points:

SPARTA

 

‘Yes, I see,’ I said. ‘A village in Greece.’ Either that, or a hurried, interrupted homage to the king of runaway slaves, the murderer of Roman slave owners, the escaped Thracian gladiator: Spartacus.

*
Roman Blood (Robinson 1997).
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‘That night no one heard anything, saw anything?’

‘No,’ said Gelina.

‘And yet, if the name Spartacus was left incomplete, that would seem to indicate that whoever carved it was disturbed and fled; very odd.’

‘Perhaps they simply panicked,’ said Mummius.

‘Perhaps. The next morning, what else was discovered missing from the household, besides the two slaves?’

Gelina thought for a moment, then shook her head. ‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing? No coins? No weapons? Knives from the kitchen? I should think that escaping slaves would loot the house for silver and weapons.’

‘Unless, as you say, they were disturbed,’ said Mummius.

‘What about horses?’

‘Yes,’ said Gelina, ‘two horses were gone the next morning, but in the confusion no one even noticed until they both came wandering back that afternoon.’

‘Without horses they couldn’t have gone far,’ I muttered.

Gelina shook her head. ‘You’re already assuming what everyone else assumes – that Zeno and Alexandros murdered Lucius and set out to join Spartacus.’

‘What else can I assume? The head of the household is found murdered in the atrium of his home; two slaves are missing, having evidently escaped on horseback. And one of the slaves is a young Thracian, like Spartacus – so proud of his infamous countryman he’s insolently carved the name at his dead master’s feet. You hardly need my skills to figure it out for yourself. It’s a story that’s been repeated all over Italy with many variations in the past months. What do you need me for? As I told Faustus Fabius earlier today, I don’t track down escaped slaves. I regret the absurd efforts that were squandered on my coming here, but I cannot imagine what you want from me.’

‘The truth!’ said Gelina desperately. ‘Cicero said you have a nose for it, like a boar for truffles.’

‘Ah, now I understand why Cicero has treated me so shabbily over the years. I’m a menagerie, not a man!’

Gelina’s eyes flashed. Mummius scowled darkly, and from the corner of my eye I saw Eco give a twitch. Unseen beneath the table I gave his foot a tap with mine to let him know that all was under control; he glanced at me and gave a conspiratorial sigh of relief. I have been through many interviews with wealthy clients, under many circumstances. Even those who most need and sincerely want my help are often maddeningly slow to come to the point. I much prefer conferring with common merchants or simple shopkeepers, men who will say right out what they want from you. The rich seem to think I should surmise their needs without being told. Sometimes abruptness or a feigned bit of rudeness will speed them along.

‘You don’t understand,’ said Gelina hopelessly.

‘No, I do not. What is it you want from me? Why did you have me brought here so mysteriously, and in such an extravagant manner? What is this strange game, Gelina?’

The animation left her face. Like a pliable mask, her serenity changed to simple resignation, dulled by a bit too much red wine. ‘I’ve said all I can say. I don’t have the strength to explain it all to you. But unless someone can uncover the truth—’ She stopped short and bit her lip. ‘They will all die, every one of them,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘The suffering, the waste – I cannot bear it . . .’

‘What do you mean? Who will die?’

‘The slaves,’ said Mummius. ‘Every slave in the household.’

I felt a sudden chill. Eco shuddered, and I saw that he felt it as well, even though the air was mild and calm.

‘Explain, Marcus Mummius.’

He drew himself up stiffly, like a commander briefing his lieutenant. ‘You know that Marcus Licinius Crassus is the actual owner of this household?’

‘So I gathered.’

‘Very well. It so happens that on the night of the murder, Crassus and his retinue, including Fabius and myself, had just come down from Rome. We were busy setting up camp on the plain beside Lake Lucrinus, only a few miles up the road, along with our recruits.’

‘Recruits?’

‘Soldiers, many of them veterans who served under Crassus in the civil wars.’

‘How many soldiers?’

‘Six hundred.’

‘A whole cohort?’

Mummius looked at me dubiously. ‘You might as well know. Certain events are transpiring in Rome; Marcus Crassus has begun to lobby for a special commission from the Senate that will allow him to raise his own army and march against Spartacus.’

‘But that’s the job of praetors and consuls, elected officials—’

‘The elected officials have failed, disgracefully. Crassus has the military skill and the financial means to dispose of the rebels once and for all. He came down from Rome to muster recruits and to consolidate his political and financial support here on the Cup. When he’s ready, he’ll prod the Senate in Rome to vote him the special commission.’

‘Just what the Republic needs,’ I said, ‘another warlord with his own private army.’

‘Exactly what Rome needs!’ said Mummius. ‘Or would you rather have slaves marauding across the countryside?’

‘And what does this have to do with the murder of Crassus’s cousin, or with my being here?’

‘I’ll tell you. On the night that Lucius Licinius was killed, we were camped at Lake Lucrinus. The next morning Crassus assembled his staff and we headed for Baiae. We arrived here at the villa only hours after Lucius had been found dead. Crassus was outraged, naturally. I myself organized teams of men to search for the missing slaves; in my absence the hunt has continued, but the escaped slaves are still missing.’ He sighed. ‘And now we come to the crux of the problem. The funeral of Lucius Licinius will take place on the seventh day of mourning – that’s the day after tomorrow. On the day after that, Crassus has decreed there will be funeral games with gladiators, in keeping with ancient tradition. That will be the Ides of September, the date of the full moon; a propitious date for sacred games.’

‘And after the gladiators have fought their matches?’ I said, suspecting what the answer would be.

‘Every slave in this household will be publicly executed.’

‘Can you imagine?’ murmured Gelina. ‘Even the old and the innocent; all of them will be killed. Have you ever heard of such a law?’

‘Oh, yes,’ I said, ‘a very ancient and venerated law, handed down by our forefathers: if a slave kills his master, all the slaves in the household must die. Such harsh measures keep slaves in their place, and there are those who would argue that having seen another slave murder their master, even the meekest slave is contaminated by the knowledge and can never be trusted again. These days the application of the law is a matter of discretion. The slaying of a master by a slave is a rare atrocity, or was, before Spartacus. Faced with a choice of killing every slave in a household or punishing only the miscreants, most heirs would choose to preserve their property. Crassus has a great reputation for greed; why would he choose to sacrifice every slave on the estate?’

‘He wants to make a point,’ said Mummius.

‘But it means the death of children and old women,’ protested Gelina.

‘Let me explain it so that you will understand, Gordianus.’ Mummius looked like a glum commander addressing his troops before a dubious battle. ‘Crassus has come to Campania and the Cup gathering support for his bid to be awarded the military command against Spartacus. The Senate’s campaign has been one long disaster – Roman armies defeated, generals humiliated and sent home in disgrace, consuls forced out of office by public outrage, the state left leaderless. So much havoc, wrought by a ragtag army of escaped criminals and slaves! All of Italy quakes with fear and outrage.

‘Crassus is a fine commander; he proved that under Sulla. With his wealth – and the defeat of Spartacus to his credit – he’s well on his way to the consulship. While lesser men are fleeing from the job, Crassus sees the command as an opportunity. The Roman who stops Spartacus will be a hero. Crassus intends to be that man.’

‘Because otherwise that man will be Pompey.’

Mummius made a face. ‘Probably. Half the Senators in Rome have run off to their villas to try to save their own property, while the other half bite their nails and wait for Pompey to return from Spain, praying the state can survive that long. As if Pompey were another Alexander! A qualified commander is all that’s needed to put an end to Spartacus. Crassus can do it in a matter of months if the Senate will only give him the nod. He can gather up the remnants of the surviving legions here in Italy, add to them his own private army raised largely from his clients here in the south, and make himself the Saviour of the Republic overnight.’

I looked out at the bay and Vesuvius beyond. ‘I see. That’s why the murder of Lucius Licinius is more than just a tragedy.’

‘It’s an incredible embarrassment, that’s what it is!’ said Mummius. ‘To have slaves murdering and running free from one of his own households, even as he’s asking the Senate to hand him a sword to punish Spartacus – in the Forum, they’ll laugh until they weep. That’s why he feels compelled to exact the sternest judgment possible, to fall back on tradition and ancient law, the harsher the better.’

‘To turn an embarrassment into a political boon, you mean.’

‘Exactly. What might have been a disaster could turn into just the sort of propaganda victory he needs. “Crassus, soft on runaway slaves? Hardly! The man slew a whole household of them down in Baiae, men, women, and children, showed no mercy at all, made a public spectacle of it, a feast day – just the sort of man we can trust to take on Spartacus and his murderous rabble!” That’s what people will say.’

‘Yes. I see.’

‘But Zeno and Alexandros are innocent,’ said Gelina wearily. ‘I know they are. Someone else must have murdered Lucius. None of the slaves should be punished, yet Crassus refuses to listen. Thank the gods for Marcus Mummius, who understands. Together we convinced Crassus to at least let me summon you from Rome. There was no other way to get you here in time, except to send the Fury; Crassus made a great show of his generosity in allowing me to use it. He offered to pay for your services as well, just to humour me. I can ask no more favours of him, no postponements. We have so little time. Only three days until the funeral games, and then—’

‘How many slaves are there in all, not counting Zeno and Alexandros?’ I asked.

‘I lay awake last night counting them: ninety-nine. There were a hundred and one, counting Zeno and Alexandros.’

‘So many, for a villa?’

‘There are vineyards to the north and south,’ she said vaguely, ‘and of course the olive orchards, the stables, the boathouse . . .’

‘Do the slaves know?’ I asked.

Mummius looked at Gelina, who looked at me with her eyebrows raised high. ‘Most of the slaves are being kept under guard in the annexe on the far side of the stables,’ she said quietly. ‘Crassus won’t allow the field slaves to go out, and he’s let me have only the essential slaves here in the house. They’re in custody, they know that, but no one has told them the whole truth. Certainly you must not tell them. Who knows what might transpire if the slaves suspected . . .’

I nodded, but I saw no point in secrecy. Except for young Apollonius in the baths, I had hardly glimpsed the face of a single slave in the household, only a succession of bowed heads and averted eyes. Even if they had not been told, somehow they knew.

 

We took our leave of Gelina. The interview had exhausted her. As we left the semicircular room, I glanced back to see her silhouette reaching for the ewer to replenish her cup with wine.

Mummius led us back to the atrium and showed me where the letters SPARTA had been scrawled into the flagstones. Each letter was as tall as my finger. As Mummius had said, they appeared to have been hastily made, crudely scraped rather than chiselled. I had stepped right over them without noticing when Faustus Fabius had first shown us into the house. In the dim light of the hallway they were easily overlooked. How strange the hallway and atrium suddenly seemed, with the death masks of the ancestors staring from their niches, the piping faun prancing in his fountain, the dead man on his ivory bier, and the name of the most dreaded and despised man in all of Italy half-scrawled on the floor.

The light in the atrium was beginning to grow soft and hazy; it would soon be time to light the lamps, but there was still enough sunlight before dinner to ride out and see where the bloodied cloak had been found. Mummius summoned the boy Meto, who fetched the cloak and the slave who had found it, and we rode out past the pylons onto the northern road.

The cloak was as nondescript as Gelina had indicated, a dark, muddy-coloured garment neither tattered nor new. There was no decoration or embroidery to indicate whether it might be locally made or from far away, the cloak of a rich man or a poor one. The bloodstain covered a great deal of it, not just in one place but spattered and smeared all about. One corner appeared to have been cut away – to eradicate an identifying insignia or seal?

The slave had found it along a secluded, narrow section of road that clung to a steep cliff above the bay. Someone must have cast it from the cliffs edge, trying to throw it into the water below; the crumpled cloak had been caught on a scraggly tree that projected from the rocky hillside, several feet below the road. A man on foot or horseback could not have seen it without stepping to the edge of the cliff and peering over; the slave, mounted atop a high wagon, had barely glimpsed it on his way to market, and indeed had left it there until his return from Puteoli, when he took a closer look and realized that it might be important.

‘The fool says that he wasn’t going to bother getting it, because he could see it had blood on it,’ said Mummius under his breath. ‘He figured it was ruined and of no use to him; then it occurred to him that the blood might have come from his master.’

‘Or from Zeno or Alexandros,’ I said. ‘Tell me, who else knows that this cloak was found?’

‘Only the slave who found it, Gelina, and the boy, Meto. And now yourself, Eco, and I.’

‘Good. I think, Marcus Mummius, that there may be some cause for hope.’

‘Yes?’ His eyes lit up. For a hardened military man who could treat his galley slaves so harshly, he seemed oddly eager to save the slaves of Gelina’s household.

‘I say this not because I have any solution, but because things as they stand are more convoluted than they should be. For instance, though it has not been found, it appears that the killer used a bludgeon of some sort to murder Lucius Licinius. Why, when a knife was at hand?’

‘A knife?’

‘The killer must have used some sort of blade to scrape the letters. And why was the body dragged into position instead of being left where it fell?’

‘Why do you think it was dragged at all?’

‘Because of the posture Gelina described. Think: legs straight, arms above the head – not likely to be the pose of a man who collapses to the ground after being struck in the head, but exactly the posture of a body that has been dragged feet first across a floor. Dragged from where, and for what reason? Then there is the matter of this cloak.’

‘Yes?’

‘There is no way of knowing whose blood is on it, but for now, and because there is so much blood, we shall assume that it came from the dead man. Gelina told us that there was not much blood on the floor beneath the wound, and yet Lucius must have bled profusely; it seems likely this cloak was used to absorb the blood. And yet this garment could hardly have belonged to Lucius himself; having seen the extravagant sort of house he lived in, I can hardly believe that he would choose such a drab garment. No, this is the very best cloak that a common man might own, or the sort of common cloak that a rich man with pretensions to old-fashioned Roman virtue might affect to wear, or simply the sort of dark, common cloak that a man or woman might choose so as to move about unseen at night – an assassin’s cloak.

‘Somehow, this cloak must be incriminating. Otherwise, why carry it away from the scene of the crime, and why attempt to cast it into the sea? And why cut away a corner of it? If the escaped slaves did indeed kill Lucius, they were evidently bold enough to brag about it by inscribing the name of Spartacus on the floor; why would they bother to hide the cloak after so brazenly proclaiming their allegiance? Why wouldn’t they leave it behind for all to look at in horror? I think we must be very careful to see that no one else discovers this cloak has been found. The true killer must continue to think that it was successfully cast into the water. I shall take it and hide it among my own things.’

Eco, who had been listening intently, tugged on my tunic. At his insistence, I handed him the bloodstained cloak, whereupon he pointed to the various patches of blood, and mimed a series of motions with his open palm.

Mummius looked on, baffled. ‘What is he saying?’

‘Eco makes an excellent point! See here, where the blood is most concentrated, roughly in a circle – as if it had been placed under a gushing wound to catch the blood? While elsewhere the blood is smeared in swathes about the width of a man’s hand – as if it had been used to wipe up blood, perhaps from a floor.’

Eco pantomimed again, lying backward and putting his hands behind his head, then extending both arms as if dragging a heavy object, all done so enthusiastically that I feared he might fall from his horse.

‘And what is all that about?’ said Mummius.

‘Eco points out the possibility that the cloak was first placed under the dying man’s head, so as to catch the blood while his body was dragged across the floor. Then the murderer might have used the clean portion of the cloth to wipe up the spatters of blood from the room where the blows were actually delivered, as well as what had been smeared on floor in transit.’

Mummius crossed his arms. ‘Is he really that eloquent?’

‘I scarcely do him justice. So much for the cloak. Most disturbing of all is the fact that the two missing horses returned to the stable the next day. Surely Zeno and Alexandros would not have relinquished them willingly – unless they obtained horses elsewhere.’

Mummius shook his head. ‘My men made inquiries. No horses have been stolen in the area.’

‘Then Zeno and Alexandros would have been reduced to travelling on foot. In an area as civilized as this, with so much traffic on the roads, so much suspicion and fear of escaped slaves among the populace, and with your men actively searching, it seems hardly possible that they could have escaped.’

Eco intersected one hand with the other in pantomime of a sail on the sea. Mummius looked puzzled for a moment, then glowered. ‘Of course we inquired among the ship owners. None of the ferries to Pompeii or Herculaneum would have taken two runaway slaves, and there have been no stolen vessels. Neither of them would have known the first thing about sailing a boat, anyway.’

‘Then what possibilities remain?’ I said.

Mummius shrugged. ‘They’re still somewhere in the area, hiding.’

‘Or else, more likely, they are both dead.’ The light had begun to fade rapidly. The cliff cast a long shadow onto the water. I looked back towards the villa, and above the trees could see only a few tiles of the rooftop and some plumes of smoke; the evening fires were being stoked. I turned my horse around.

‘Tell me, Mummius, ‘who currently resides in the villa?’

‘Besides Gelina, only a handful of people. This is the end of the holiday season in Baiae. There weren’t that many visitors this year even in the spring. I was here myself in May, along with Crassus and Fabius and a few others. Baiae seemed a shadow of itself. Between Spartacus and the pirates, everyone is afraid to leave Rome.’

‘Yes, but who is staying here now?

‘Let me think. Gelina, of course. And Dionysius, her philosopher in residence – calls himself a polymath, writes plays and histories and pretends to make witty conversation, but he puts me right to sleep. Then there’s Iaia, the painter.’

‘Iaia? A woman?’

He nodded. ‘Originally from Cyzicus. Crassus says she was all the rage when he was a boy, with paintings in the best houses in Rome and all around the Cup. Specialized in portraits, mainly women. Never married, but seems to have made quite a success on her own. She’s retired now and paints for pleasure, together with a young assistant she’s instructing. They’re here doing some project as a favour for Gelina, painting an anteroom in the women’s baths.’

‘And who is Iaia’s assistant?’

‘Olympias, originally from Neapolis across the bay.’

‘A girl?’ I asked.

‘A very beautiful girl,’ Mummius assured me, at which Eco’s eyes lit up. ‘Iaia treats her like a daughter. They have their own small villa on the sea coast up in Cumae, but they often stay here for days at a time, working in the mornings and keeping Gelina company at night.’

‘Were they in the house on the night Lucius was killed?’

‘Actually, no. They were up in Cumae.’

‘Is that far?’

‘Not very; an hour away on foot, closer on horseback.’

‘Besides the philosopher and the painters, are there any guests in the house?’

Mummius thought. ‘Yes, two.’

‘And they were here on the night of the murder?’

‘Yes,’ Mummius said slowly, ‘but neither of them could possibly be suspected of murder.’

‘Even so . . .’

‘Very well, the first is Sergius Orata. I mentioned him to you before, the builder of the baths in the south wing. He comes from Puteoli and has villas all around the Cup, but as often as not you’ll find him staying in other people’s houses; that’s the way they do it here, the rich move about playing guest in each other’s villas. Gelina says he was here talking business with Lucius when word came that Crassus was on his way from Rome and wanted to consult with them both. Orata decided to stay on, so that the three of them could transact their business together in one place. He was here on the night of the murder and is stall here, staying in a suite of rooms in the north wing.’

‘And the other house guest?’

‘Metrobius, up from his villa across the bay in Pompeii.’

‘Metrobius? The name sounds familiar.’

‘Famous from the stage, once the best-loved female impersonator in Rome. A favourite of Sulla’s. That’s how he got his villa, back when Sulla was dictator and was handing out the confiscated property of his enemies like party favours to his inner circle.’

‘Ah, yes, I did once see Metrobius perform.’

‘I never had the privilege,’ Mummius said, with a sarcastic edge in his voice. ‘Doing Plautus, or some creation of his own?’

‘Neither. He was performing a rather lewd mock homage to Sulla at a private party in the house of Chrysogonus, years ago.’

‘And you were there?’ Mummius seemed sceptical that I could have moved in such rarefied and debauched circles.

‘I was an uninvited guest. Very uninvited. But what is Metrobius doing here?’

‘He’s a great friend of Gelina’s. The two of them can carry on for hours, trading local gossip. Or so I’m told. Between us, I can’t stand to spend more than a few minutes in a room with him.’

‘You dislike Metrobius?’

‘I have my reasons.’

‘But you don’t suspect him of murder.’

Mummius snorted. ‘Let me tell you something, Gordianus. I have killed more than my share of men, always honourably and in battle, you understand, but killing is killing. I’ve killed with a sword, I’ve killed with a bludgeon, I’ve even killed with my bare hands. I know something of what it takes to snuff out the life of another man. Believe me, Metrobius hasn’t the mettle to have bashed in Lucius’s skull, even if he did have a reason.’

‘What about Zeno, or Alexandros, the two slaves?’

‘It hardly seems likely.’

‘But not impossible?’

He shrugged.

‘So,’ I said, ‘we know that these people were in the house on the night of the murder: Dionysius the resident polymath, the Puteolian businessman Sergius Orata, and the retired actor Metrobius. Iaia the painter and her assistant Olympias are often here, but not on that night.’

‘So far as I know. Of those who were here, each was alone and asleep in his or her own private bed, or so they say. None of them heard anything, which is perfectly possible, given the distance between rooms. None of the slaves claims to have heard anything either, which also seems plausible, since they sleep in their own quarters out by the stables.’

‘Surely at least one slave has the duty to keep watch through the night,’ I said.

‘Yes, but on the grounds, not in the house. He’s supposed to make a circuit, keeping one eye on the road in front of the house and another on the coast behind. Pirates have been known to attack private villas on the coast, though never in Baiae, so far as I know. When the slaves made their escape the watchman must have been at the back. He saw nothing.’

‘Is there anyone you suspect? Any of the residents or guests in Gelina’s house who seem more likely to have killed Lucius than the slaves?’

In answer he only shrugged and scowled.

‘Which makes me wonder, Mummius, why you’ve expended so much of your own time and energy to help Gelina prove that the slaves are innocent.’

‘I have my reasons,’ he said curtly, thrusting out his jaw and staring straight ahead. He spurred his horse to a gallop and raced on to the villa alone.
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Dinner began at the twelfth hour of the day, just after sundown, in a modestly appointed room in the southeast corner of the upper floor. Windows opened onto views of Puteoli to the east and Vesuvius farther south. A coterie of slaves unobtrusively hurried about the room and the adjoining hallways, lighting braziers against the slight chill in the air and illuminating the richly coloured walls with an array of hanging lamps. The air was windless, empty of bird song or the noise of any other living thing; the only sound from the world outside was the vague murmur of the sea, like a distant sighing. Looking out of the southern window, I saw a single star glimmering above Vesuvius in a sky of darkest blue. A sensation of hushed luxury descended upon the villa, that special feeling of comfort and sumptuous privilege peculiar to the homes of the rich at twilight.

Gelina, already reclining on her divan, welcomed her guests as they arrived separately or in pairs, all dressed in sombre dark blue or black. There were places for eleven people in all, an awkward number for a dinner, but Gelina managed it by placing the company in a square with three divans on each of three sides and two on the last, one for herself and another reserved for Crassus. The small tables before each divan were already set with cups of honeyed wine, white and black olives, and an appetizer of sea urchins in a cumin sauce.

The painter Iaia and her protégée Olympias, along with the polymath Dionysius, sat opposite Gelina; Marcus Mummius, Faustus Fabius, and Sergius Orata sat to her right; Eco and I were to her left, along with the actor Metrobius. Gelina introduced us simply as Gordianus of Rome and his son, with no further explanation. From their expressions, I gathered that Gelina’s guests already had some idea of my purpose in being there. In their eyes I saw varying degrees of scepticism, suspicion, and disinterest.

Iaia, striking in her jet-black stola, silver jewellery, and voluminously coiffed magenta hair (surely dyed), had clearly been a great beauty in her day; now she exuded that mellow, self-confident appeal of women who have lost their youth but kept their charm. Her high cheekbones were generously rouged, her eyebrows shaved and pencilled.

While Iaia gave me cool glances, her young protégée, a dazzling blonde, stared at me brazenly as if my presence were some sort of affront. Olympias could afford to be careless with her beauty; her undressed hair was like a mane of spun gold and silver in the lamplight, her eyes an almost purple shade of blue that would have made the least trace of makeup, had she bothered to use it, look pale and tawdry on her perfect flesh. Her sleeveless, dark blue stola was absolutely plain, even plainer than the tunics Eco and I wore, having no embroidery or border. She wore no jewellery. I noticed traces of pigment on her fingers, and a few dabs of paint near the bottom hem of her gown.

Dionysius, a gaunt greybeard with a supercilious expression, gave me shifty-eyed glances between dabbing at his olives with the fingers of his left hand. He was almost silent during the first part of the evening, as if holding his words in reserve for later use. He looked to me like a man with a secret, but perhaps that was only due to the appearance of smug sagacity which he affected, like so many other philosophers.

Dionysius’s reserved, sour countenance offered a striking contrast to that of the local businessman and engineer, Orata, who shared the polymath’s corner. Almost bald except for a fringe of orange hair like a victory wreath, Orata had the portly build of a man grown fat on his successes. His plump, bemused face seemed out of place amid the general gloom. When he happened to look my way, I could not tell whether he liked me at first sight or was craftily smiling to conceal some other reaction. For the most part he seemed to take little notice of me at all as he busily ordered the table slaves assigned to his divan to slice the pits from his olives and fetch more cumin sauce.

The elderly actor Metrobius, who reclined at my right, gave me a nod as I was introduced and then immediately turned his attention to Gelina. He reclined on his right side, she on her left, so that their heads were together. They spoke to each other in hushed voices, and occasionally Metrobius would reach out and clasp her hand reassuringly. His long, flowing robe covered him from head to foot; the finely spun linen appeared funereal black at first glance, but upon closer inspection I saw it was actually a very dark purple. He wore gold around his neck and wrists, and a great jewel-encrusted ring on his left hand, which flashed in the light whenever he lifted his cup. Metrobius had been Sulla’s great love, it was said, the dictator’s companion and friend throughout his life, outlasting all of Sulla’s many marriages and liaisons. Whatever physical allure he had possessed in youth was long gone, but there was an assertive dignity in his great mane of white hair and a kind of robust beauty in the weathered wrinkles of his face. I recalled the night ten years ago when I had seen him perform for Sulla, and remembered the spell cast by his presence. Even with his attentions directed toward Gelina, I could feel the charismatic power he exuded, as palpable as the smell of myrrh and roses that spiced his clothing. His every movement was accomplished with an unstudied grace, and the low, calm murmur of his voice had a soothing quality like the drumming of rain on a summer night or the soughing of wind in treetops.

Except for Eco and myself, it seemed a typical dinnertime gathering for a Baian villa – a military man and a patrician, a painter and her protégée, a polymath and a builder, an actor, and their hostess. The host was missing – or more precisely, laid to rest on an ivory bier down in the atrium – but to take his place we would have the richest man in Rome. So far, however, Marcus Crassus had not deigned to appear.

Given such a sparkling gathering, the conversation was surprisingly desultory. Mummius and Faustus quietly discussed the day’s business and the provisions for Crassus’s camp on Lake Lucrinus; Iaia and Olympias exchanged inaudible whispers; the philosopher brooded over his food while the businessman relished each bite; Gelina and Metrobius seemed oblivious of everything but each other. At length the slave boy Meto entered and whispered in Gelina’s ear. She nodded and sent him off. ‘I fear that Marcus Crassus will not be joining us tonight,’ she announced. I had thought that the vague tension in the room was due to my presence, or to the air of death in the house, but in that instant the gathered household seemed to give a collective sigh of relief.

‘Detained by his business in Puteoli, is he?’ asked Mummius through a mouthful of sea urchin.

‘Yes. He sends word that he will make provision for his own supper and ride back afterwards. So we need not wait any longer.’ She signalled to the slaves, who cleared away the appetizers and served the main dishes – a sweet citron ragout of ham and apples, seafood dumplings spiced with lovage and pepper, and fish fillets with leeks and coriander, all served on silver platters, along with a barley soup with cabbage and lentils that we sipped from tiny clay pots.

As the meal progressed the conversation grew more animated. The principal subject was food. Death and impending disaster, political ambition and the threat of Spartacus were ignored in favour of the relative merits of hare and pork. Beef was debated, and roundly declared inedible. Faustus Fabius declared that cattle were useless except for their hides, but the philosopher Dionysius, who spoke in a lecturing tone, claimed that the barbarians of the North actually preferred the milk of cows to that of goats.

Sergius Orata seemed to be something of an expert on trading spices and other delicacies with the East. Once he had travelled as far as Parthia investigating the potentials of the market, and on the Euphrates had been induced by good manners to drink a local beverage made of fermented barley, which the Parthians preferred to wine. ‘It was the exact colour of urine,’ he laughed, ‘and tasted like it!’

‘But how would you know? Are you in the habit of drinking urine?’ asked Olympias, who demurely lowered her face so that a strand of blonde hair fell over one eye. Iaia looked at her sidelong, suppressing a smile. Orata’s bald pate blushed pink. Mummius laughed raucously.

‘Better urine than beans!’ exclaimed Dionysius. ‘You know the advice of Plato: one must set forth for the realm of dreams each night with a pure spirit.’

‘And what does that have to do with beans?’ asked Fabius.

‘Surely you know the opinion of the Pythagoreans? Beans produce great flatulence, which induces a condition at war with a soul in search of truth.’

‘Really, as if it were the soul and not the belly that gets filled with wind!’ exclaimed Metrobius, who leaned towards me and lowered his voice. ‘These philosophers – no idea is too absurd for them. This one is certainly a windbag, but I think it all comes out his mouth and not the other end!’

Gelina seemed immune to both wit and crudity and ate in silence, picking restlessly at her food and calling for fresh wine in her cup more often than any of her guests.

Metrobius began to enlighten me about the differences between Roman and Baian cuisine. ‘There is a greater variety of fresh seafood in the markets here, of course, and many maritime specialities unknown in Rome, but the distinctions are more subtle than that. For instance, any cook will tell you that the best cooking pots are made from a special clay found only in the vicinity of Cumae. In Rome such pots are precious and hard to replace, but here even the lowliest fisherman owns one, and so we have all sorts of peasant dishes that are as sublime as they are simple – this barley soup, for instance. Then there are the famous Baian green beans, more tender and sweet than those grown anywhere else. Gelina’s cook makes a dish with green beans, coriander, and chopped chives, fit for a Bacchanalia. Ah, but the slaves have begun to clear away the main dishes, which means the second course must be on its way.’

Slaves entered bearing silver trays that flashed in the lamplight, bringing baked pears stuffed with cinnamon, roasted chestnuts, and cheese seasoned in fermented berry juice. Outside, the sky darkened from deep blue to black spangled with bright stars. Gelina shivered and ordered the braziers to be brought nearer. The leaping flames were reflected in the silver platters, so that the delicacies on each table seemed to float upon pools of fire.

‘A pity Marcus Crassus is not here to enjoy such a feast,’ said Metrobius, picking up a stuffed pear and breathing in its aroma. ‘Of course, with Crassus here, the discussion would have turned on nothing but politics, politics, politics.’

Mummius glowered at him. ‘About which some people know less than nothing. A good political discussion might keep certain people quiet for a change.’ He popped a chestnut into his mouth and smacked his lips.

‘The table manners of a barbarian,’ Metrobius muttered to me under his breath.

‘What did you say?’ Mummius bolted forward.

‘I said you have the able manner of an agrarian. Your family still farms, do they not?’

Mummius sat back slowly, looking sceptical.

‘Perhaps we should discuss something we all have in common,’ suggested Metrobius. ‘What about art? Iaia and Olympias create it, Dionysius contemplates it, Orata buys it. Is it true, Sergius, that you’ve contracted to construct and decorate a new fish pond for one of the Cornelii down in Misenum?’

‘True,’ said Sergius Orata.

‘Ah, these villa owners on the Cup and their love of a decorative fish pond. How they cherish each and every bearded mullet! I’ve heard of senators who give each fish a name and feed them by hand from infancy, and when the mullets are grown they cannot bear to eat them.’

Gelina finally smiled. ‘Oh, stop, Metrobius. No one is that silly.’

‘Oh, yes, they are. I hear the Cornelii insist on surrounding their new pond with all sorts of pretty statues – not for the enjoyment of their human guests, but for the edification of their fish.’

‘Nonsense!’ Gelina giggled and drained her cup, then held it up for a slave to refill it.

Metrobius looked utterly serious. ‘Of course, the problem is that the mullets – well, I hate to pass on such vicious gossip – but they say that the mullets of the Cornelii are so stupid that they can’t even tell the difference between a Polyclitus and a Polydorus. You could switch the head of Juno and Venus and they wouldn’t know. Imagine that!’ Amid the general laughter Metrobius wagged his finger at Orata. ‘So be careful, Sergius, what kind of statuary you bring over for the Cornelii’s new pond! No need to spend a fortune on a Mad Mullet who won’t appreciate the difference.’

Orata blushed amiably. Mummius looked apoplectic. Faustus Fabius, I noticed, had one restraining hand on Mummius’s thigh, clutching hard enough to whiten his knuckles, while with his left hand he raised his cup to his lips to hide his smile.

Gelina was suddenly talkative. ‘If you wish to discuss art, we should talk about Iaia’s project downstairs, in the anteroom to the women’s baths. It’s delightful! From the floor to the ceiling on all four walls, octopi and squid and dolphins all cavorting beneath the skylight. It makes me feel so serene and protected, as if I were at the bottom of the sea. Such shades of blue – dark blue and pale azure and blue-green seaweed. I love blue, don’t you?’ she said tipsily, smiling at Olympias. ‘Such a lovely blue colour you’re wearing tonight, so lovely with your lovely blonde hair. What talent you both have!’

Iaia pursed her lips. ‘Thank you, Gelina, but I think everyone here has already seen the work in progress.’

‘No!’ Gelina said. ‘Gordianus hasn’t, nor has his charming boy, Eco. They must be shown everything. Do you understand? We must conceal nothing from them, nothing at all. That’s why they’re here. To see, to observe. He has a sharp eye, they say. Not the eye of a connoisseur, I mean, but the eye of a hunter. Or a Finder, that’s what you call yourself, isn’t it? Perhaps tomorrow, Iaia, you can show him your work, and let him contemplate the wonder of your flying fish and terrible squids. Yes, I don’t see why not, as long as there are no women in the women’s baths, no women bathing, that is. Why not? I’m sure Gordianus appreciates art as much as any of us.’

Olympias cocked one eyebrow and looked at me coolly, then at Eco, who fidgeted under her gaze. Iaia, imperturbable, smiled and nodded. ‘Certainly, Gelina, I’ll be happy to give Gordianus a look at our work. Perhaps in the morning, when the light is at its best. But as long as we’re speaking of art, I know that Dionysius has a new play in progress, and we’ve hardly heard a thing about it.’

‘That because Crassus always shuts him up,’ Metrobius whispered in my ear.

‘Actually, I’ve set aside my comedy for the time being.’ Dionysius’s thin lips compressed into a smile. ‘The events of the last few months, and especially of the last few days, have turned my thoughts to more serious matters. I am engrossed in a new work, a treatise with a timely subject – an examination of previous slave revolts, with some observations on how best to avoid such disruptions in the future.’

‘Previous revolts?’ Gelina said. ‘You mean such things happened before Spartacus?’

‘Oh, yes. The first that we know of was about a hundred and twenty years ago, after the war with Hannibal. Rome’s victory resulted in a great capture of Carthaginians, who were held as hostages and prisoners of war. The slaves of these Carthaginians were captured as well, and were sold as booty. It happened that a large number of these hostages and slaves came to be concentrated in the town of Setia, near Rome. The hostages contrived a plot to free themselves, and in this enterprise they embroiled their former slaves, promising them their freedom if they should rise up against their new Roman masters and help their former masters return to Carthage. Gladiator games were to be held in a few days’ time at Setia; the plan was to rise up then and to slaughter the unsuspecting populace. Fortunately, two of the slaves betrayed the conspiracy to the praetor in Rome, who gathered a force of two thousand men and rushed to Setia. The leaders of the conspiracy were arrested, but there was a great flight of slaves from the town. Eventually they were all recaptured or slaughtered, but not before spreading terror through the vicinity. The two slaves who had wisely informed on their fellows were rewarded with twenty-five thousand pieces of bronze and given their freedom.’

‘Ah!’ Gelina, who had been listening, wide-eyed, nodded approvingly. ‘I like a story with a happy ending.’

‘The only thing more boring than politics is history,’ said Metrobius with a yawn. ‘In times of great crisis, such as we live in now, it seems to me that Dionysius would be doing the world a far greater service by producing a decent comedy instead of rehashing the dead past.’

‘What on earth did a man like Sulla ever find to talk about with a man like you?’ muttered Mummius.

Metrobius looked at him balefully. ‘I might ask the same question about you and your—’

‘Please, no unpleasantness after the meal,’ insisted Gelina. ‘It disturbs the digestion. Dionysius, do go on. How did you ever discover such a fascinating tale?’

‘I have often given thanks to Minerva and to the shade of Herodotus for the magnificent library so assiduously collected by your late husband,’ said Dionysius delicately. ‘For a man such as myself, to reside in a house full of knowledge is almost as great an inspiration as to reside in a house full of beauty. Here in this villa, happily, I have never had to choose between the two.’

Gelina smiled, and there was a general murmur of approval at such a pretty compliment.

‘But to continue: the aborted uprising at Setia was the first instance I can find of a general revolt or attempted escape by a large, organized body of slaves. There followed a few other, similar occurrences over the years, in Italy and elsewhere, but I can find only scanty documentation of them. And they are of no account compared to the two Sicilian slave wars, the first of which began about sixty years ago – in the year of my birth, in fact. I often heard tales of it when I was growing up.

‘It seems that in those days the landowners of Sicily first began to accumulate great wealth and to amass vast numbers of slaves. Their wealth made the Sicilians arrogant; the constant influx of slaves from captured provinces in Africa and the East made them treat their slaves with little regard, for a slave crippled by overwork or malnutrition was easily replaced. Indeed, many landowners would send out slaves to work as shepherds without proper clothing or even food. When those slaves complained of their nakedness and hunger, their masters would tell them to steal clothes and food from travellers on the road! For all its wealth, Sicily degenerated into a lawless and desperate place.

‘There was one landowner, Antigenes by name, who was known to everyone for his excessive cruelty. He was the first man on the island to brand his slaves for identification, and the practice soon spread all over Sicily. Slaves who came to him begging for food or clothing were beaten, chained, and put on humiliating display before being sent back to their tasks, as naked and hungry as before.

‘This Antigenes did have a favourite slave whom he delighted in both coddling and humiliating, a Syrian called Eunus, who fancied himself a wizard and wonder-worker. This Eunus would tell of dreams in which the gods had spoken to him. People always like to hear such stories, even from a slave. Soon Eunus began to see the gods, or pretend that he did, in broad daylight, and to converse with them in strange tongues while others looked on in wonder. He could also spit fire from his mouth.’

‘Fire?’ Gelina was aghast.

‘An old theatrical trick,’ Metrobius explained. ‘You bore holes into either end of a walnut or something similar, stuff it with fuel, light it and pop it into your mouth, then blow flames and sparks. Any conjurer in the Subura can do it.’

‘Ah, but it was Eunus who first brought the trick from Syria,’ said Dionysius. ‘His master Antigenes would display him at dinner parties, where Eunus would fall into his trance, spit fire, and afterwards reveal the future. The more outlandish the tale, the better it was received. For instance, he told Antigenes and his guests that a Syrian goddess had appeared to him promising that he, a slave, would become king of all Sicily, but that they should not fear him, for he would have a very tolerant policy toward the slave owners. Antigenes’ guests found this highly amusing and rewarded Eunus with delicacies from the table, telling him to remember their kindness when he became king. Little did they realize the dark course of the future.

‘It came about that the slaves of Antigenes decided to revolt against their master, but first they consulted Eunus, asking him if the gods would favour their enterprise. Eunus told them that their revolt would be successful, but only if they struck brutally and without hesitation. The slaves, about four hundred of them, held a ceremony in an open field that night, exchanging oaths and performing rites and sacrifices as Eunus instructed. They worked themselves into a murderous frenzy and then broke into the city, killing free men, raping women, even slaughtering babies. Antigenes was captured, stripped, beaten, and beheaded. The slaves dressed Eunus in rich garments and a crown of gold leaf and proclaimed him their king.

‘News of their rebellion spread like wildfire across the island, inciting other slaves to revolt. Rival groups of rebel slaves rose up, and it was hoped they would turn against one another. Instead, they banded together, taking into their army all sorts of bandits and outlaws. Word of their success spread beyond Sicily and encouraged widespread unrest – a hundred and fifty slaves conspired to revolt in Rome, more than a thousand rose up in Athens, and there were similar disturbances all over Italy and Greece. All these were quickly suppressed, but the situation in Sicily deteriorated into utter chaos.

‘Sicily was overwhelmed by rebelling slaves, all proclaiming Eunus their king. The common folk, in an access of hatred against the rich, actually sided with the slaves. For all its madness, the revolt was conducted with a certain intelligence, for while many a landowner was tortured and killed, the slaves took thought for the future and avoided destroying harvests and property that would be useful to them.’

‘How did it end?’ asked Gelina.

‘Armies were sent from Rome. There was a series of battles all over Sicily, and for a time it seemed that the slaves were invincible, until at last the Roman governor, Publius Rupilius, managed to trap them in the city of Tauromenium. The siege continued until the insurgents were reduced to conditions of unspeakable hunger, and finally cannibalism. They began by eating their children, then their women, and at last each other.’

‘Oh! And the wizard?’ Gelina whispered.

‘He escaped from Tauromenium and hid himself in a cave, until at last Rupilius flushed him out. Just as the slaves had consumed one another, so the king of the slaves was discovered half-eaten by worms – yes, just such worms as were said to have plagued the great Sulla in his last years here on the Cup, before his death from apoplexy, which demonstrates that these devouring worms, like the lower grade of humans, will take sustenance from any leader, high or low. Eunus was dragged from his cave, screaming and clawing at his own flesh, and put in a dungeon at Morgantina. The wizard continued to see visions, which became more and more horrible; at the end he was raving. At last the worms consumed him, and so the first of the great slave revolts came to its miserable end.’

There was a deep silence. The faces of Gelina’s guests were impassive, except for Eco, who sat wide-eyed, and young Olympias, who seemed to have a tear in her eye. Mummius fidgeted on his couch. The silence was broken by the soft shuffling footsteps of a slave retreating towards the kitchens with an empty platter. I looked about the room at the faces of the table slaves, who stood rigidly at their posts behind the guests. None of them would meet my eyes, nor would they look at one another; instead they stared at the floor.

‘You see,’ said Metrobius, his voice sounding unnaturally loud after the stillness, ‘you have all the elements for a divine comedy right at your fingertips, Dionysius! Call it “Eunus of Sicily” and let me direct it for you!’

‘Metrobius, really!’ protested Gelina.

‘I’m serious. All you need to do is cast it with the standard roles. Let me see: a bumbling Sicilian landowner and his son, who of course will be love-struck by a neighbour’s daughter; add to that the son’s tutor, a good slave who will be tempted to join in this slave revolt but will choose virtue instead and save his young master from the mob. We can bring this Eunus onto the stage for a few grotesque comedy turns, spitting fire and babbling nonsense. Introduce the general Rupilius as a bombastic braggart; he mistakes the good slave, the tutor, for Eunus, and wants to crucify him; at the last instant the young master saves his tutor from death and thus repays him for saving his own life. The revolt is suppressed offstage, and all ends with a happy song! Really, Plautus himself never came up with a better plot.’

‘I believe you’re half-serious,’ said Iaia shrewdly.

‘It all sounds a bit distasteful,’ complained Orata, ‘considering current circumstances.’

‘Oh, dear, you might be right,’ admitted Metrobius. ‘Perhaps I’ve been away from the stage too long. Go on, then, Dionysius. I only hope your next account of past atrocities will be as amusing as that last one.’

The philosopher cleared his throat. ‘I fear you will be disappointed, Metrobius. Since Eunus there have been a number of slave revolts in Sicily; something about the island seems to encourage depravity among the rich and insurrection among the slaves. The last and greatest of these revolts was centred in Syracuse, in the days when Marius was consul, thirty-five years ago. Its scale was as great as the first uprising under Eunus, but I fear that the story is not nearly as colourful.’

‘No fire-breathing wizards?’ said Metrobius.

‘No,’ said Dionysius. ‘Only thousands of dangerous slaves rampaging across the countryside, raping and pillaging, crowning false kings and defying the power of Rome, and in the end a general comes to crucify the ringleaders and put the rest in chains, and law and order are restored.’

‘So it shall always be,’ said Faustus Fabius darkly, ‘as long as slaves are foolish enough to upset the natural order.’ At either side of him, Orata and Mummius nodded sagely in agreement.

‘Enough of this gloominess,’ said Gelina abruptly. ‘Let’s move to another subject. I think it’s time we had an amusement. Metrobius, a recitation?’ The actor shook his white head. Gelina did not press him. ‘Then perhaps a song. Yes, a song is what we need to lift everyone’s spirits. Meto . . . Meto! Meto, fetch that boy who sings so divinely, you know the one. Yes, the handsome Greek with the sweet smile and the black curls.’

I saw a strange expression cross Mummius’s face. While we awaited the slave’s arrival, Gelina drank a fresh cup of wine and insisted that we all follow her example. Only Dionysius declined; instead, a slave brought him a frothy green concoction in a silver cup.

‘What in Hercules’ name is that?’ I asked.

Olympia laughed. ‘Dionysius drinks it twice a day, before his midday meal and after his dinner, and he’s tried to convince the rest of us to do likewise. An awful-looking potion, isn’t it? But of course, if Orata can drink urine . . .’

‘It wasn’t urine, it was fermented barley. I only said it looked like urine.’

Dionysius laughed. ‘This contains nothing as exotic – or should I say as common? – as urine.’ He drank from the cup and then lowered it, revealing green-stained lips. ‘Nor is it a potion; there’s nothing magical about it. It’s a simple purée of watercress and grape leaves, together with my own blend of medicinal herbs – rue for sharp eyes, silphium for strong lungs, garlic for stamina . . .’

‘Which explains,’ said Faustus Fabius affably, ‘how Dionysius can read for hours, talk for days, and never feel faint – even if his audience does!’

There was a round of laughter, and then the young Greek arrived carrying a lyre. It was Apollonius, the slave who had attended Marcus Mummius in the baths. I glanced at Mummius. He yawned and showed little interest, but his yawn seemed too elaborate and his vacant gaze was uneasy. The lamps were lowered, casting the room in shadow. Gelina requested a song with a Greek name – ‘a happy song,’ she assured us – and the boy began to play.

Apollonius sang in a Greek dialect, of which I could apprehend only scattered words and phrases. Perhaps it was a shepherd’s song, for I heard him sing of green fields and great mountains of fleecy clouds, or perhaps it was a legend, for I heard his golden voice shape the name of Apollo and sing of sunlight on the shimmering waters of the Cyclades – ‘like pebbles of lapis in a sea of gold,’ he sang, ‘like the eyes of the goddess in the face of the moon.’ Perhaps it was a love song, for I heard him sing of jet-black hair and a glance that pierced like arrows. Perhaps it was a song of loss, for in each refrain he sang, ‘Never again, never again, never again.’

Whatever else it was, I would not have called it a happy song. Perhaps it was not the song that Gelina had expected. She listened with a sober intensity, and slowly her expression became as despondent as when I had met her that afternoon. There were no smiles among the guests; even Metrobius listened with a kind of reverence, his eyes half-shut. Strangely, for so sad a tune so soulfully sung, there was only one tear in the room. I watched it descend the grizzled cheek of Marcus Mummius, a glistening track of crystal in the lamplight that quickly disappeared into his beard and was as quickly followed by another.

I looked at Apollonius, at his trembling lips parted to sing a perfect note full of all the heartbreak and hopelessness of the world. I shivered; my skin prickled and turned to gooseflesh, not from the pathos of his song or from the sudden chill breath of the sea that blew into the room. I realized that in three days he would be dead along with all the other slaves, never to sing again.

Across from me, hidden by shadows, Mummius covered his face and silently wept.
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Our accommodations were generous: a small room in the south wing with two sumptuously padded couches and a thick rug on the floor. A door, facing east, opened onto a small terrace with a view of the dome above the baths. Eco complained that we couldn’t see the bay. I told him we were lucky that Gelina hadn’t put us in the stables.

He stripped down to his undertunic and tested his bed, bouncing up and down on it until I slapped him on the forehead. ‘So what do you think, Eco? How do we stand?’

He stared for a moment at the ceiling above, then swung his open palm flat against his nose.

‘Yes, I’m inclined to agree. We’re up against a brick wall this time. I suppose I’ll be paid no matter what, but how much can the woman expect me to do in three days? Only two days, really, tomorrow and the funeral day; then comes the game day and, if Crassus has his way, the execution of the slaves. Only one day, if you think about it, because how much can we hope to accomplish on the funeral day? So, Eco, did you see any murderers at the meal?’

Eco indicated the long tresses of Olympias. ‘The painter’s protégée? You can’t be serious.’ He smiled and made his fingers into an arrow piercing his heart.

I laughed softly and pulled the dark tunic over my shoulders. ‘At least one of us will have pleasant dreams tonight.’

I put out the lamps and sat for a long time on my bed with my bare feet on the rug. I looked out of the window at the cold stars and the waxing moon. Beside the window there was a small trunk, in which I had hidden the bloodstained tunic and had stored our things, including the daggers we had brought from Rome. Above the trunk a polished mirror was hung on the wall. I rose and stepped toward the starkly moonlit reflection of my face.

I saw a man of thirty-eight years, surprisingly healthy considering his many journeys and his dangerous occupation, with broad shoulders and a wide middle and streaks of grey amid his black curls – not a young man, but not an old man either. Not a particularly handsome face, but not an ugly one, with a flat, slightly hooked nose, a broad jaw, and staid brown eyes. A very lucky man, I thought, not fawned over by Fortune but not despised by her either. A man with a house in Rome, steady work, a beautiful woman to share his bed and run his household, and a son to carry his name. No matter that the house was a ramshackle affair handed down from his father, or that his work was often disreputable and frequently dangerous, or that the woman was a slave, not a wife, or that the son was not of his blood and stricken with muteness – still, a very lucky man, all in all.

I thought of the slaves on the Fury – the vile stench of their bodies, the haunted misery in their eyes, the utter hopelessness of their desperation – property of a man who would never see their faces or know their names, who would not even know if they lived or died until a secretary handed him a requisition asking for more slaves to replace them. I thought of the boy who had reminded me of Eco, the one the whipmaster had singled out for punishment and humiliation, and the way he had looked at me with his pathetic smile, as if I somehow had the power to help him, as if, merely by being a free man, I was somehow like a god.

I was weary, but sleep seemed far away. I pulled up a chair from the corner and sat staring at my own face. I thought of the young slave Apollonius. The strains of his song echoed through my head. I remembered the philosopher’s tale of the wizard-slave Eunus, who belched fire and roused his companions into a mad revolt. At some point I must have begun to dream, for I thought I could see Eunus in the mirror beside me, hissing, wearing a crown of fire with little wisps of flame leaking from his nostrils and between his teeth. Over my other shoulder the face of Lucius Licinius loomed up, one eye half-shut and matted with blood, a corpse and yet able to speak in a vague murmur too low for me to understand. He rapped on the floor, as if in a code. I shook my head, perplexed, and told him to speak up, but instead he began to dribble blood from his lips. Some of it fell over my shoulder, onto my lap. I looked down to see a bloody cloak. It writhed and hissed. The thing was crawling with thousands of worms, the same worms that had eaten a dictator and a slave-king. I tried to cast the cloak aside, but I could not move.

Then there was a strong, heavy hand on my shoulder – not a dream, but real. I opened my eyes with a start. In the mirror I saw the face of a man abruptly roused from a deep dream, his jaw slack and his eyes heavy with sleep. I blinked at the reflected glare of a lamp held aloft behind me. In the mirror I saw a looming giant dressed like a soldier. His face was smudged with dirt, ugly and stupid looking, like a mask in a comedy. A bodyguard – a trained killer, I thought, instantly recognizing the type. It seemed cruelly unfair that someone in the household had already sent an assassin to murder me before I had even begun to make trouble.

‘Did I wake you?’ His voice was hoarse but surprisingly gentle. ‘I knocked and could have sworn I heard you answer, so I came in. With you sitting up in the chair like that, I thought you must be awake.’

He cocked an eyebrow at me. I stared back at him dumbly, no longer quite sure I was awake and wondering how he had stumbled into my dream. ‘What are you doing here?’ I finally said.

The soldier’s ugly face opened in an ingratiating smile. ‘Marcus Crassus requests your presence in the library downstairs. If you’re not too busy, that is.’

 

It took only a moment to slip into my sandals. I began searching in the lamplight for a suitable tunic, but the bodyguard told me to come as I was. Eco softly snored through the whole exchange. The day had worn him out, and his sleep was uncommonly deep.

A long straight hallway took us to the central atrium; winding stairs led down to the open garden, where the light of tiny lamps on the floor cast strange shadows across the corpse of Lucius Licinius. The library was a short walk up a hallway into the north wing. The guard indicated a door to our right as we passed and put a finger to his lips. ‘The lady Gelina is asleep,’ he explained. A few steps farther on he pushed open a door on our left and ushered me inside.

‘Gordianus of Rome,’ he announced.

A cloaked figure sat at a square table across the room, his back to us. Another bodyguard stood nearby. The figure turned a bit in his backless chair, just enough to give me a glimpse of one eye, then turned back to his business and gestured for both guards to leave the room.

After a long moment he stood, tossed aside the simple cloak he wore – a Greek chlamys, such as Romans often adopt when they visit the Cup – and turned to greet me. He wore a plain tunic of durable fabric and simple cut. He looked slightly dishevelled, as if he had been riding. His smile was weary but not insincere.

‘So you are Gordianus,’ he said, leaning back against the table, which was strewn with documents. ‘I suppose you know who I am.’

‘Yes, Marcus Crassus.’ He was only slightly older than myself, but considerably greyer – not surprising, considering the hardships and tragedies of his early life, including his flight to Spain after the suicide of his father and the assassination of his brother by anti-Sullan forces. I had seen him often in the Forum delivering speeches or overseeing his interests at the markets, always attended by a large coterie of secretaries and sycophants. It was a little unnerving to see him on so intimate a scale – his hair untidy, his eyes tired, his hands unwashed and stained from handling a rein. He was quite human, after all, despite his fabulous wealth. ‘Crassus, Crassus, rich as Croesus,’ went the ditty, and the popular imagination at Rome pictured him as a man of excessive habits. But those powerful enough to move in his circle painted a different image, which was borne out by his unpretentious appearance; Crassus’s craving for wealth was not for the luxuries that gold could buy, but for the power it could harness.

‘It’s a wonder we’ve never met before,’ he said in his smooth orator’s voice. ‘I know of you, certainly. There was that affair of the Vestal Virgins last year; you played some part in saving Catalina’s hide, I understand. I’ve also heard Cicero praise your work, if in a somewhat backhanded way. Hortensius, too. I do recognize your face, from the Forum I suspect. Generally I don’t hire free agents such as yourself. I prefer to use men I own.’

‘Or to own the men you use?’

‘You understand me exactly. If I want, say, to build a new villa, it’s much more efficient to purchase an educated slave, or to educate a bright slave I already own, rather than to hire whatever architect happens to be fashionable, at some exorbitant rate. I buy an architect rather than an architect’s services; that way I can use him again and again at no extra cost.’

‘Some of the skills I offer are beyond the capacities of a slave,’ I said.

‘Yes, I suppose they are. For instance, a slave could hardly have been invited to join Gelina’s dinner guests and to question them at will. Have you learned anything of value since you arrived?’

‘As a matter of fact, I have.’

‘Yes? Speak up. After all, I’m the man who’s hired you.’

‘I thought it was Gelina who sent for me.’

‘But it was my ship that brought you, and it’s my purse that will pay your fee. That makes me your employer.’

‘Still, if you would permit, I should prefer to keep my discoveries to myself for a time. Sometimes information is like the pressed juice of the grape; it needs to ferment in a dark and quiet place away from probing eyes.’

‘I see. Well, I shall not press you. Frankly, I think your presence here is a waste of my money and your time. But Gelina insisted, and as it was her husband who was murdered, I decided to indulge her.’

‘You’re not curious yourself about the murder of Lucius Licinius? I understand he was your cousin, and a steward of your property for many years.’

Crassus shrugged. ‘Is there really any question at all about who killed him? Surely Gelina has told you about the missing slaves, and the letters scrawled at Lucius’s feet? That such a thing should happen to one of my kinsmen, in one of my own villas, is outrageous. It cannot be overlooked.’

‘And yet there may be reasons to believe that the slaves are innocent of the crime.’

‘What reasons? Ah, I forgot, your head is some sort of dark casket where the truth slowly ferments.’ He smiled grimly. ‘Metrobius could no doubt come up with more puns on the same theme, but I’m too tired to make them. Ah, these accounting ledgers are a scandal.’ He turned away from me to study the scrolls laid out on the table, apparently no longer interested in my reason for being there. ‘I had no idea Lucius had become so careless. With the slave Zeno gone there’s no making sense of these documents at all . . .’

‘Are you done with me, Marcus Crassus?’

He was absorbed in the ledgers and seemed not to hear me. I looked about the room. The floor was covered with a thick carpet with a geometric design in red and black. The walls on the left and right were covered with shelves full of scrolls, some of them stacked together and others neatly stored in pigeonholes. The wall opposite the door was pierced by two narrow windows that faced the courtyard in front of the house, shuttered against the cold and covered by dark red draperies.

Between the windows, above the table where Crassus laboured, was a painting of Gelina. It was a portrait of rare distinction, touched with life, as the Greeks say. In the background loomed Vesuvius, with blue sky above and green sea below; in the foreground the image of Gelina seemed to radiate a sense of profound equanimity and grace. The portraitist was evidently quite proud of her work, for in the lower right-hand corner was printed IAIA CYZICENA. She made the letter ‘A’ with an eccentric flourish, tilting the crossbar sharply downward towards the right.

On either side of the table stood squat pedestals supporting small bronze statues, each about the height of a man’s forearm. The statue on the left I could not see, for it was covered by Crassus’s carelessly discarded chlamys. The one on the right was of Hercules bearing a club across his shoulders, naked except for a lionskin cloak, with the lion’s head for hood and its paws clasped at his throat. It was an odd choice for a library, but the workmanship could not be faulted. The tufts of the lion’s fur had been scrupulously modelled; the texture of fur contrasted with the smooth muscularity of the demigod’s flesh. Lucius Licinius had been as careless of his art as of his ledgers, I thought, for it appeared that the scalloped fur of the lion’s head had somehow begun to rust.

‘Marcus Crassus . . .’ I began again.

He sighed and waved me aside without looking up. ‘Yes, go now. I suppose I’ve made it clear that I have no enthusiasm for your project, but I will support you in whatever you need. Go to Fabius or Mummius first. If you cannot find satisfaction on some point, come to me directly, although I can’t guarantee you’ll be able to find me. I have a great deal of business to transact before I return to Rome, and not much time. The important thing is that when this matter is done, no man will be able to say that the truth was not sought or that justice did not prevail.’ He at last turned his head, only to give me a weary and insincere smile of dismissal.

I stepped into the hall and closed the door behind me. The guard offered to show me the way to my room, but I told him that I was quite awake. I paused for a moment in the central atrium to look again at the corpse of Lucius Licinius. More incense had been put out, but the smell of decay, like the odour of roses, seemed to grow stronger at night. I was halfway to my room before I turned abruptly back.

The guard was surprised and a little suspicious. He insisted on entering the library first and consulted with Crassus before allowing me to enter. He stepped into the hall and shut the door, leaving us alone once more.

Crassus was still poring over the ledgers. He now sat in his undertunic, having stripped off his riding tunic and thrown it over the Hercules. In the few moments I had been gone, one of the slaves had delivered a tray with a steaming cup from which he sipped. The infusion of hot water and mint filled the room with its smell.

‘Yes?’ He cocked one eyebrow impatiently. ‘Was there some point I neglected to discuss?’

‘It’s a small thing, Marcus Crassus. Perhaps I’m entirely mistaken,’ I said, as I lifted his tunic from the Hercules. The cloth was still warm from his body. Crassus looked at me darkly. Clearly he was not used to having his personal things touched by people he did not own.

‘A very interesting statue,’ I remarked, looking down on the Hercules from above.

‘I suppose. It’s a copy of an original I have in my villa at Falerii. Lucius admired it once on a visit, so I had one made for him.’

‘How ironic, then, that it should have been used to murder him.’

‘What?’

‘I think we’re both sufficiently acquainted with the sight of blood to know it when we see it, Marcus Crassus. What do you make of this rusty substance trapped in the crevices of the lion’s fur?’

He rose from his chair and peered down, then picked up the statue with both hands and held it beneath a hanging lamp. At length he set it down on the table and looked at me soberly. ‘You have very sharp eyes, Gordianus. But it seems quite unlikely that such a cumbersome bludgeon should have been carried all the way down the hall to the atrium for the purpose of murdering my cousin Lucius, and then carried back again.’

‘It was not the statue that was moved,’ I said, ‘but the body.’

Crassus looked doubtful.

‘Consider the posture of the corpse as it was found, like that of a man who had been dragged. Certainly from this room to the atrium is not too far for a strong man to drag a body.’

‘Easier for two men,’ he said, and I saw he meant the missing slaves. ‘But where is the rest of the blood? Surely there must have been more on the statue, and a dragged body would have left a trail.’

‘Not if a cloth was placed beneath the head, and the same cloth was used to clean whatever blood was left behind.’

‘Was such a cloth found?’

I hesitated. ‘Marcus Crassus, forgive my presumption when I ask that you share this knowledge with no one else. Gelina, Mummius, and two of the slaves already know. Yes, such a cloth was found, soaked with blood, down the road where someone attempted to fling it into the sea.’

He looked at me shrewdly. ‘This bloodstained cloth was one of the discoveries you mentioned earlier, the secrets you prefer to withhold from me while the evidence ferments in your head?’

‘Yes.’ I squatted down and looked for traces of blood on the floor. A cloak would hardly have been adequate to clean blood from the dark carpet, but in the dim light it was impossible to see any stains.

‘But why should the assassins have moved his body?’ He picked up the statue with his left hand and fingered the encrusted blood with his right, then set it on the table with a grimace.

‘You say assassins, not assassin, Marcus Crassus.’

‘The slaves—’

‘Perhaps the body was moved and the name of Spartacus carved precisely to implicate the slaves and distract us from the truth.’

‘Or perhaps the slaves moved his body to the most public part of the house precisely to make their point, where all would be sure to see it and the name they carved.’

To that I had no answer. One doubt led to another. ‘It does seem unlikely that the killing could have occurred in this room without anyone hearing, especially if it followed an argument, or if Lucius was able to make any noise at all. Gelina sleeps just across the hall; surely the noise would have awakened her.’

Crassus smiled at me sardonically. ‘Gelina need not figure in your calculations.’

‘No?’

‘Gelina sleeps like the dead. Perhaps you’ve noticed her liberal consumption of wine? It’s not a new habit. Dancing girls with cymbals could parade down the hallway and Gelina wouldn’t stir.’

‘Then the question must be: why was Lucius murdered here in his library?’

‘No, Gordianus, the question is the same as it always was: where are the two escaped slaves? That Zeno, his secretary, should have murdered Lucius here in the room where they often worked together is hardly surprising. The young stableman Alexandros may have been here with them; I understand he could read and do figures, and Zeno used him sometimes as a helper. Perhaps it was this Alexandros who committed the crime; a stableman would have had the strength to drag Lucius down the hall, and a Thracian would have had the gall to scrawl his countryman’s name on the floor. Something interrupted him in the act and he fled before he could write the whole name.’

‘But no one interrupted them. The body wasn’t discovered until morning.’

Crassus shrugged. ‘An owl hooted, or a cat stirred a pebble. Or perhaps this Thracian slave simply hadn’t yet learned the letter C and was stumped,’ he said facetiously, rubbing his eyes with his forefinger and thumb. ‘Forgive me, Gordianus, but I think I’ve had enough for tonight. Even Marcus Mummius has gone to bed, and we should do the same.’ He picked up the Hercules from the table and replaced it on its pedestal. ‘I suppose this is another of your secrets that needs fermenting? I shall mention it only to Morpheus in my dreams.’

 

The lamp that illuminated the hallway had grown dim. I stepped past Gelina’s door, treading lightly despite Crassus’s assertion that nothing could wake her. In the darkness an eerie sensation crept over me; this was the very route by which Lucius’s lifeless or dying body had been dragged. I glanced over my shoulder, almost wishing that I had accepted the bodyguard’s offer to escort me back to my room.

In the moonlit atrium I paused for a long moment. The place was still, but not entirely quiet. The fountain continued to splash; the sound echoed in the well-like atrium, and was certainly loud enough to cover the incidental noises made by a man moving with intentional stealth. But would it have concealed the high-pitched screeching of a knife carving letters on a hard flagstone? The very idea of the noise set my teeth on edge.

From the corner of my eye I saw a strange shape like a white veil floating beside the funeral bier. I started back, my heart pounding, and then realized it was only a plume of smoke from the incense, captured for a moment in a beam of blue moonlight. I shivered, and blamed it on the clammy night air.

I ascended the stairway to the upper storey. I must have turned down the wrong hallway and somehow lost my way. Tiny lamps lit the passages at intervals, and windows let in shafts of moonlight, but still I found myself confused. I tried to determine the direction of the bay by listening, and instead found myself hearing the faint gurgling of hot water through Orata’s much-esteemed pipes where they were invisibly laid beneath the floor and along the walls. I passed a closed door and thought I heard faint laughter within – the deep voice of Marcus Mummius, I was almost certain, and another, softer voice replying. I walked on and came to an open doorway from which came a steady, raucous snoring. I took a step inside, squinting in the darkness, and saw what appeared to be the bulbous profile of Sergius Orata reclining on a wide couch with a gauzy canopy. I returned to the hall and pressed on until I came to the semicircular room where Gelina had greeted us earlier.

‘Gordianus the Finder’ you call yourself, I thought with disgust, thanking the gods that no one was there to laugh at me. I had come to the northern end of the house, having turned in exactly the wrong direction after I ascended the stairway in the atrium. I was about to turn back, when I decided to step onto the terrace for a breath of air to clear my head.

Beneath a waxing moon, the bay was a vast expanse of silver scalloped with tiny black waves and circled by black mountains pierced here and there with a point of yellow light to indicate a distant lamp within a distant house. The sky above was rent by a few ragged clouds aglow from the moon, but otherwise was full of stars. Entranced by the view, I almost failed to catch the tiny glimmer of a lamp on the shore below, where the land steeply descended to meet the water.

Gelina had mentioned a boathouse. An outcropping of rock and the tops of tall trees obscured the view, but almost directly below me I could see a bit of roof and what must have been a pier projecting into the water, very small in the distance. I could also see at intervals a tiny flash of flame, coming and going. I listened more closely, and it seemed that each appearance of the lamp coincided with a soft splashing noise, as if something were being quietly dropped into the water.

I looked around trying to locate a stairway, and saw that a broad, descending path began at one end of the terrace on which I stood. I stepped carefully forward.

The path began as a paved ramp that doubled back on itself, then narrowed to a steep stairway that joined with another flight of stairs descending from elsewhere in the villa. The stairs narrowed into a trail paved with cobblestones that wound back and forth down the hillside beneath a canopy of high shrubs and trees. I quickly lost sight of the villa above and for a while could not see the boathouse below.

At last I rounded a corner and saw below me the roof, and beyond it the far end of the pier projecting into the water. A lamp flashed on the pier; there was a splash, and the lamp as quickly disappeared. In the same instant I felt my feet slip from beneath me and found myself skidding down the pathway, setting loose a spray of gravel that rained like hail onto the roof of the boathouse below.

I sat stock-still in the silence that followed, catching my breath and listening, wishing I had brought my dagger. The light did not reappear, but I heard a sudden loud splash followed by silence, then a noise in the underbrush below like the leaping of a frightened deer. I scrambled up and trotted down the pathway until it ended. Between the foot of the path and the boathouse there was a deeply shadowed patch of almost impenetrable darkness overhung by trees and vines. I stepped forward slowly, listening to the magnified sound of my own footsteps on the grass and the gentle lapping of water against the pier.

Beyond the circle of shadow, the boathouse and the pier were illuminated by full moonlight. The pier projected perhaps fifty feet into the water; it had no rail but was studded along either side with mooring posts. No boats were moored to it, and the pier was deserted. The boathouse was a simple, square building with a single door that opened onto the pier. The door stood open.

I stepped into the moonlight, towards the open door. I peered inside, listening intently, hearing nothing. A window high up in the wall admitted enough light to show me the coils of rope that lay on the floor, a few oars stacked beside the door, and the obscure implements that were hung on the opposite wall. Deep shadows filled the corners of the room. In the utter stillness I could hear my own breathing, but no one else’s. I withdrew and stepped onto the pier.

I walked to the end, where the disk of the moon seemed to hover on the water just beyond the pier. The curving shore on either side was dotted with the lights of distant villas, and far away across the great flat water the lamps of Puteoli were like stars. I looked over the side of the pier, but there was nothing to see in the black water except the reflection of my own scowling face. I turned back.

The blow seemed to come from nowhere, like an invisible mallet swung from a black abyss. It struck my forehead and sent me staggering backwards. I felt no pain, only a sudden overwhelming dizziness. The invisible mallet swung out of the darkness again, but this time I saw it – a short, stout oar. I avoided the second blow by accident as much as by design – a staggering man makes an uncertain target. Flashes of colour swam before my eyes, but beyond the oar I glimpsed the dark, hooded figure who swung it.

Then I was in the water. Men who hire me sometimes ask if I can swim. I usually tell them I can, which is a lie. I shouted. I splashed. I somehow stayed afloat and desperately reached for the pier, even though the hooded figure waited there with the oar uplifted.

I reached for one of the mooring posts. My fingers slipped on the green moss. The oar swung down to strike my hand, but somehow I caught it in my grasp. I pulled hard, more to lift myself out of the water than to pull him into it, but the result was that my attacker lost his balance. An instant later, with a great splash, he joined me in the black water.

He came up beside me, struck me in the chest with his flailing elbow, and reached for the pier. I grabbed onto his cloak, frantically trying to climb over him onto the pier. Together we thrashed and struggled. Salt stung my eyes. I opened my mouth and sucked in a burning draught of saltwater. I lashed out at him blindly.

I think he knew that if he struggled with me I would only kill us both. He broke away and swam away from the pier, towards the overgrown shore beyond the boathouse. I clung to the slippery mooring post and watched him retreat like a ponderous sea monster, weighted down by his drenched clothing. His hooded head bobbed and retreated, bobbed and retreated. When he was safely far away I struggled onto the pier and lay gasping for breath. He disappeared into the shadows beyond the boathouse. I heard him climb out of the water, slipping and splashing, and then tearing through the underbrush.

The world was quiet again, except for the noise of my own laboured breathing. I stood up. I touched my forehead and hissed at the stinging pain, but I felt no blood. I staggered forward, my legs trembling but my head clear.

I should never have come to the boathouse by night, alone and weaponless; I should have brought Eco with me, and a lamp, and a good, sharp knife, but it was too late for that. I fished the oar from the water to use as a weapon and hurried to the foot of the pathway. The way was hard and steep, but I ran all the way to the top, staring into every dark patch and swinging the oar at the invisible assassin who might be lurking there. The trail became stairs, the stairs became a ramp, the ramp opened onto the terrace, where at last I felt safe. I paused for a long moment to catch my breath. I began to feel the cold through my wet tunic. I hurried through the darkened house, shivering and still carrying the oar. I came at last to my room.

I stepped inside and closed the door behind me. Eco was peacefully snoring. I reached down and touched the soft shock of hair across his forehead, feeling a sudden welling of tenderness for him and a longing to protect him – but from whom, and what? Most of all I felt cold and wet, and so weary I could hardly take another step or think another thought. I stripped off my sodden tunic and dried myself as best I could with a blanket, then pulled back the coverlet on my bed and fell onto my back, desperate for sleep.

Something hard and sharp stabbed my back. I jumped to my feet. The night’s surprises were not over.

I stared down and could only see a dark shape on the cushion. I bolted naked from the room to fetch a lamp from the hall. By its lurid glow I studied the thing that someone had left in my bed. It was a figurine the size of my hand carved in porous black stone, a grotesque creature with a hideous face. Its eyes were set with tiny shards of red glass that glinted in the light. It was the sharp, beaked nose that had stabbed me.

‘Have you ever seen anything uglier?’ I muttered. Eco made a noise in his throat and rolled towards the wall, sound asleep. Like Gelina, he would have slept through a train of dancing girls with cymbals. I set the little monster on the windowsill, not knowing what else to do with it and too weary to think about it.

I set the lamp on a table and left it burning, not because I trusted the light’s protection but because I was too tired to put it out. I fell into my bed and was almost instantly asleep. Just before Morpheus claimed me, I realized with a shiver why the thing in my bed had been put there. Friendly or not – gift, warning, or curse – it was an act of sorcery. We had come to the region of the Cup, where the earth breathes sulphur and steam, where the ancient inhabitants practised earth magic and the colonizing Greeks brought new gods and oracles. That knowledge unsettled my dreams and clouded my sleep, but nothing, not even dancing girls in the hallway, could have kept me awake an instant longer.
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I winced at a sharp pain in my head, as if someone were poking me with a nettle, and opened my eyes to see Eco peering down at me, pursing his lips thoughtfully. He was reaching out to tap at a spot on my forehead just below the scalp. I grunted and pushed his hand away. He winced sympathetically and drew back, shaking his head.

‘Is it that bad?’ I said, swinging my feet onto the floor and leaning forward to look into the mirror. Even by the grey light of dawn the bump was quite evident, a raised red knob that looked more painful than it felt. Eco held up my still-damp tunic with one hand and the oar with the other. He looked at me disapprovingly, demanding an explanation.

I began with my interview with Crassus – the bloodstains on the statue of Hercules, the evidence that Lucius Licinius was killed in his library, our employer’s determined disinterest. I told him about the moving lamp at the boathouse, the periodic splashing as of something being dropped into the water, the steep descent, the deserted pier and boathouse, the oar swung against my head, the struggle in the water.

Eco shook his head at me angrily and stamped his foot.

‘Yes, Eco, I was a fool, and a lucky one at that. I should have fetched you out of bed to come with me instead of rushing down to investigate. Or better yet, I should have brought Belbo along to play bodyguard and left you in Rome to look after Bethesda.’ That suggestion riled him even more.

‘I have no idea who struck me. As for the boathouse and the pier, there was nothing to be seen, at least not by night. How I hate the water!’ I remembered the burning draught of saltwater in my throat, the struggling and thrashing; my hands were suddenly shaky and I had to struggle for breath. Eco’s anger vanished and his arm was around me, holding me tight. I caught my breath and patted his hand.

‘And if my adventure at the boathouse was not enough, I came back to find this in my bed.’ I stepped to the window and picked up the figurine. The black, porous stone seemed clammy to the touch. I had kept waking up during the night to see it staring down at me from the windowsill, its ugly face weirdly illuminated by the lamplight, its red eyes shining. At one point I actually thought I saw it moving, undulating in a kind of dance – but that was only a dream, of course.

‘What does it remind you of?’

Eco shrugged.

‘I’ve seen something like it before; it reminds me of an Egyptian household god of pleasure, Bes they call him, an ugly little fellow who brings bliss and frivolity into the house. So hideous, if you didn’t know he was friendly you might be frightened of him – a huge, gaping mouth, staring eyes, a pointed nose. But this isn’t Bes; it’s an hermaphrodite, for one thing – see the tiny round breasts, and the little penis? Moreover, the workmanship is not Egyptian. It seems to have been made from local stone, that soft, porous black stuff one finds on the slopes of Vesuvius. Not an easy medium to work in, I imagine, too crumbly, so it’s hard to say whether the workmanship is crude or simply rushed. Who could have fashioned such a thing, and why was it put in my bed?

‘The practice of sorcery is very popular here on the Cup, much more so than in Rome. There’s a great deal of indigenous magic among those whose families have always lived here, whose race predates the Romans in these parts. Then the Greeks settled here, bringing their oracles with them. Even so, this strikes me as a thing someone from the East might carve, and more likely a woman than a man. What do you think, Eco – is one of the household slaves trying to cast a spell on me? Or could it be—’

Eco clapped and gestured toward the door behind me, where the little slave boy Meto stood waiting expectantly, bearing a tray of bread and fruit. I saw his eyes dart nervously about the room. I hid the figurine from sight while I turned, so that when I faced him I held it behind my back. I smiled at him. He smiled back. Then I produced the figurine and thrust it onto the tray.

He let out a little gasp.

‘You’ve seen this thing before?’ I said accusingly.

‘No!’ he whispered. That might be literally true, given the frantic way he averted his eyes.

‘But you know what it is, and where it comes from?’

He was silent, biting his lip. The tray trembled. An apple pitched onto its side and rolled into a bunch of figs. I took the tray from him and set it on the bed, picked up the statuette and thrust it against his nose. He peered at it, cross-eyed, and then shut his eyes tightly. ‘Well?’ I pressed.

‘Please, if I tell you, it may not work . . .’

‘What? Speak clearly.’

‘If I explain it to you, the test may come to nothing.’

‘Do you hear that, Eco? Someone is testing me. I wonder who, and why.’

Meto quailed under my glare. ‘Please, I don’t really understand it all myself, it’s just something I happened to overhear.’

‘Overhear? When?’

‘Last night.’

‘Here in the house?’

‘Yes.’

‘I suppose you must overhear many things, coming and going as you do.’

‘Sometimes, but never on purpose.’

‘And whom did you overhear last night?’

‘Please!’

I looked at him for a long moment, then stepped back and let the sternness fall from my face. ‘You understand why I’m here, don’t you, Meto?’

He nodded. ‘I think so.’

‘I’m here because you and many others are in very grave danger. I want to help you if I can.’

He looked at me sceptically. ‘If I could be sure of that . . .’ he whispered in a very small voice.

‘Be sure of it, Meto. I think you know how great the danger is.’ He was only a little boy, far too young to be facing the prospect Crassus had planned for him. Had he ever seen a man put to death? Was he old enough to really understand? ‘Trust me, Meto. Tell me where this statue came from.’

He stared at me for a long moment, then looked unflinchingly at the grotesque in my hands. ‘I can’t tell you that,’ he finally said. Eco moved toward him in exasperation; I blocked him with my arm. ‘But I can tell you . . .’

‘Yes, Meto?’

‘That you must show the figurine to no one else. And you must tell no one about it. And . . .’

‘Yes?’

He bit his lower lip. ‘When you leave this room, don’t take it with you. Leave it here. But not on the table or the windowsill . . .’

‘Where, then? Where I found it?’

He looked relieved, as if his honour were less compromised if I spoke the words instead of him. ‘Yes, only . . .’

‘Meto, speak up!’

‘Only leave it opposite of how you found it!’

‘Facedown, you mean?’

‘Yes, and . . .’

‘With its feet toward the wall?’

He nodded, then quickly looked at the statue. He clapped his hand over his mouth and cringed. ‘Look how it stares at me! Oh, what have I done?’

‘You’ve done the right thing,’ I assured him, placing the statue out of his sight. ‘Here, I have an errand for you: return this oar to the boathouse. Now go, and tell no one that we talked. No one! Stop trembling, people will notice. You’ve done the right thing,’ I said again, closing the door behind him, and then added, ‘I hope!’

 

After a hurried breakfast we made our way to the library. The slaves were up and about, sweeping and carrying and spreading baking smells from the kitchens, but no one else seemed to be stirring. A few lamps still burned in the hallways, and shadows lurked in the more remote corners, but most of the house was suffused with a soft blue light. We passed by a long window that faced eastwards; the sun, not yet risen behind Vesuvius, cast a halo of pale gold about the mountain’s shoulders. It was the first hour of the day, when most Romans would be up and about. The denizens of the Cup keep a more leisurely schedule.

The library was unguarded and empty. I opened the shutters to let in as much light as possible. Eco stepped to the right of the table and studied the dried residue of blood on the Hercules statue to confirm what I had told him, then shivered at the early-morning chill that crept in through the windows from the gravelled courtyard outside. He picked up the chlamys that Crassus had draped over the other statue, which turned out to be a centaur, and wrapped it around his shoulders.

‘I wouldn’t borrow that particular cloak if I were you, Eco. I’m not sure how a man like Crassus would react to people of our ilk handling his personal things.’

Eco only shrugged and walked slowly around the room, gazing at the multitude of scrolls. Most of them were neatly rolled and inserted into long jackets of cloth or leather and identified by little tags. It appeared that the more literary works intended for pleasure or instruction – philosophical treatises, quaint Greek novels, plays, histories – had been given red or green tags, and were rather haphazardly catalogued, heaped atop one another in tall, narrow shelves. Documents relating to business transactions were more fastidiously arranged in individual pigeonholes and given blue or yellow tags. All in all, there were hundreds of scrolls, filling two walls from floor to ceiling.

Eco let out a low whistle. ‘Yes, quite impressive,’ I agreed. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen so many scrolls in one place, not even in Cicero’s house. But for now I’d rather you directed your eyes downward, to the floor. If ever a carpet was designed to hide a bloodstain it must be this one, all dark red and black. Still, if Lucius bled on the floor and the assassin used only a cloak to wipe it up, there should be some sign of the stain.’

Eco joined me in peering down at the geometric pattern. The morning light grew stronger moment by moment, but the longer we studied it the more baffling the dark pattern seemed to become. Together we crossed the carpet step by step. Eco eventually dropped to his hands and knees like a hound, but to no avail. If there had ever been a drop of blood on the carpet, some god must have turned it to dust and blown it away.

The tile floor, where it showed beyond the carpet’s edge, was no more revealing. I lifted the edge of the carpet and folded it back, thinking it might have been moved to cover a bit of bloodstain, but I found nothing.

‘Perhaps Lucius wasn’t killed in this room, after all.’ I sighed. ‘He must have bled somewhere, and there’s nowhere to bleed except on the floor. Unless . . .’ I stepped towards the table. ‘Unless he was standing here, where he naturally would be standing in his library, in front of the table. The blow was to the front of his head, not the back, so he must have been facing his assailant. And the blow was on the right, not the left, so he must have been facing north, with his left side toward the table and his right side exposed. To strike the right temple head-on, the assailant must have used his left hand; that could be very important, Eco – anyone who picked up a heavy statue to use as a bludgeon would use the arm he favoured. We assume the killer was left-handed, then. Lucius would have been knocked sidelong onto the table . . .’

Eco obligingly pitched himself onto the table amid the clutter of documents Crassus had been studying the night before. He fell facedown with one arm beneath him and the other outstretched.

‘In which case the blood might well have been spattered above the table, onto the wall – where it might as easily have been wiped away. I see no blood there now. Unless it spattered even higher . . .’ I climbed onto my knees on the table. Eco pushed himself up to join me in studying the painting of Gelina. ‘Encaustic on canvas, set in a frame of black wood with mother-of-pearl inlay – easy to wipe clean – and encased in the wall. Had any blood landed on the painting itself, I doubt the murderer would have dared to scrub the wax too vigorously for fear of damaging it, if indeed he saw the blood among all these pigments. Amazing, isn’t it, how many colours there are in a painting when you see it this close? At this distance Iaia’s signature is certainly large enough, done in red, but more likely cinnabar than blood. The folds of Gelina’s stola are a mottled red and black; no doubt she chose these carpets to match her gown in the painting. Red here, black there, and – Eco, do you see it?’

Eco anxiously nodded. Dribbled across a patch of green background, where no painter would have been so careless as to spill it, was a spray of red-black drops the colour of dried blood. Eco peered closer and then began pointing out more drops – on the background, on the stola, everywhere across the bottom of the painting, even a smear across the first letter of Iaia’s signature. The more we looked, the more we saw. In the growing morning light the drops seemed to blossom before our eyes, as if the painting itself wept blood. Eco made a face, and I grimaced in agreement: What a grisly blow must have been struck across the head of Lucius Licinius to have scattered so much gore. I drew back from the painting, repulsed.

‘Ironic,’ I whispered, ‘that Lucius should have polluted with his own blood the painting of the wife he married for love, and ended here, a corpse, prostrate before her image. A jealous lover, Eco? Did someone intentionally murder him here, in front of the painting? It must have made quite a tableau, the dead husband crumpled lifeless before the serene image of his wife. But if someone intended it that way, then why was the body moved, and the spectre of Spartacus invoked?’

I stepped off the table, followed by Eco. ‘There must have been blood on the table, easily wiped clean. Which means there must have been no documents lying here, as there are now, or else they would have been bloodied as well, and impossible to clean; blood will wipe off lacquered wood, but not parchment or papyrus. I wonder, though . . . here, help me pull the table from the wall.’

It was easier said than done. The table was heavy, too heavy perhaps for one man alone to lift it. Even with one of us at either end the job was awkward; we knocked over the chair, bunched the carpet and caused a loud screech as one table leg scraped across the tiled floor. Our reward was blood: on both the wall and the back edge of the table, trapped where no cloth could have reached it, there were patches of a gummy, red-brown residue. Lucius’s blood had run across the table and pooled in the narrow space between table and wall, leaving its trace on both.

Eco wrinkled his nose. ‘More proof that Lucius was murdered here, if we needed it,’ I said. ‘But what does that tell us? It makes no sense that the missing slaves would have wiped up the blood, especially if they were proud of the crime; still, it will take stronger proof than that to shake Crassus from his intention. Here, Eco, help me replace the table as it was. I hear footsteps in the hall.’

Just as I was picking up the chair and Eco was straightening the carpet, an inquiring face peered around the corner.

‘Meto! Just the one I wanted to see. Step inside, and shut the door behind you.’

He did as I ordered, but not without hesitating. ‘Are you sure we should be in this room?’ he whispered.

‘Meto, your mistress made it clear that I should have access to any part of the house, did she not?’

‘I suppose. But no one was ever allowed in this room without the master’s permission.’

‘No one? Not even the scrub maids?’

‘Only when the master would let them in, and even then he usually wanted himself or Zeno to be in the room.’

‘But there’s nothing here for a slave to pilfer – no small coins, no jewellery or trinkets.’

‘Even so – once I snuck in, just because I wanted to have a closer look at the horse—’

‘Horse? Ah, the centaur statue.’

‘Yes, and the master himself walked in on me. He was angry in an instant, and the master wasn’t normally an angry man. But his face turned all red and he shouted at me till I thought I would die from the pounding in my chest.’ Meto’s eyes opened wide at the memory. He puffed out his cheeks and shook his head, like a man trying to recover from a terrible dream. ‘He called in Alexandros and ordered him to give me a beating, right here. Normally it would have been Clito, who also works in the stables and likes to give beatings, but I was lucky because Clito was working in Puteoli that day. I had to bend over and touch the floor while Alex gave me ten blows with a cane. He only did it because the master made him. He could have hit me a lot harder, I’m sure, but it still made me cry.’

‘I see. You like this Alexandros?’

The boy’s eyes sparkled. ‘Of course. Everyone likes Alex.’

‘And what about Zeno, did you like him, too?’

He shrugged. ‘Nobody liked Zeno. But not because he’s cruel or a bully, like Clito. He’s haughty and speaks languages and thinks he’s so much better than any of the other slaves. And he farts a lot.’

‘He sounds thoroughly disagreeable. Tell me, on the night your master was killed, was anyone up and about? You, perhaps, or some other slave?’

He shook his head.

‘You’re sure? No one heard anything, saw anything?’

‘Everyone’s been talking about it, of course. But no one knows what happened. The mistress told us the next day that if anyone knew anything, he must go directly to Master Crassus, or to Mummius or Fabius. If anyone had seen or heard what happened, they would tell, I’m sure.’

‘And among the slaves themselves, there are no rumours, no whispers?’

‘Nothing. And if anyone had said anything at all, even in secret, I’m the one who’s most likely to have overheard. Not that I eavesdrop—’

‘I understand. Your duties take you all over the house, from room to room, dawn to dusk, while the cooks and stablemen and cleaners stay in one place all day and gossip to each other. Hearing things and seeing things is nothing to be ashamed of, Meto. I do it for a living. When I first saw you, I could tell right away that you are the very eyes and ears of this house.’

He looked at me in wonderment, and then cautiously smiled, as if no one had ever perceived his true worth before.

‘Tell me, Meto, on that night, might Zeno have been in this room with your master?’

‘It’s possible. They often came here and worked together after dark, sometimes very late, especially if a ship had just arrived or was about to leave from Puteoli, or if Master Crassus was on his way.’

‘And might Alexandros have been here as well?’

‘Possibly.’

‘But on that night you saw no one going in or out of this room? Heard nothing from the stables or the atrium?’

‘I sleep in a little room with some of the others,’ he said slowly, ‘over in the east wing of the house, behind the stables. Usually I’m the last one in bed. Alex laughs and says he’s never seen a boy who needed less sleep. On any other night I might have been up and about. I might have seen whatever it is you want to know. But that night I was so tired from running so many errands and carrying so many messages all day . . .’ His voice began to quaver. ‘I’m sorry.’

I put my hands on his thin shoulders. ‘You have nothing to be sorry for, Meto. But answer one more question. Last night, were you up late wandering about the house?’

He looked thoughtful. ‘Yesterday was so busy, with you and Mummius arriving on the Fury, and the extra work for the dinner last night . . .’

‘So you went to sleep early?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you saw nothing unusual, heard no one wandering in the hallways or going down the hillside to the boathouse?’

He shrugged helplessly and bit his lip, sad to disappoint me. I looked at him gravely and nodded. ‘It’s all right, I only thought you might know something I don’t. But here, before you go, I want you to see something.’

I guided him with a hand on his shoulder until we stood beside the centaur statue. ‘Look at it all you want. Touch it, if you’d like.’ He looked at me for reassurance, then reached out with trembling fingers and a glow in his eyes, then abruptly pulled back and bit his lip.

‘No, no, it’s all right,’ I said. ‘I won’t let anyone punish you.’

And I will not let Marcus Crassus destroy you, I thought, though I dared not speak aloud so rash a pledge. Fortune herself might hear, and smite me for making promises even a god could not be sure of keeping.




X

 



 

 

 

‘When I was a girl, I would never have stooped to painting a fresco. One painted in encaustic on panels of canvas or wood, using an easel, and never, never in fresco on a wall; so my mentor taught me. “Wall painters are mere workmen,” he would say, “while an easel painter, ah, an easel painter is treated like the very hand of Apollo! Easel painters receive all the glory, and the gold. Make your reputation on the easel and they will flock to you like pigeons to the Forum.” My, that’s a nasty bump on your forehead.’

Iaia’s appearance was very different from that of the night before at dinner. Gone were the jewellery and the elegant gown; instead she was dressed in a shapeless long-sleeved garment that reached to the floor. It was made of coarse linen and spattered all over with dabs of colour. Her young assistant was similarly dressed, and even more remarkably beautiful by the light of day. Together they looked like priestesses of some strange cult of women who wore their paints upon their clothing rather than their faces.

The skylight above filled the little circular anteroom with a cone of yellow light, around which swirled a vortex of underwater blues and greens populated by silvery wisps of fish and weird monsters of the deep. The figures were remarkably fluid and superbly shaded, and the rendering of the water itself produced illusions of impossible depth; Eco and I together with arms outstretched could have reached from wall to wall, but in places the murky depths appeared to recede forever. Had it not been for the jumble of scaffolding and drop cloths, the scene might have been almost frighteningly real, like a dream of death by drowning.

‘Of course, these days, I’m long past scrambling for commissions,’ Iaia continued. ‘I made my fortune back in the good old days. Did you know that in my prime I was better paid than even Sopolis? It’s true. Every rich matron in Rome wanted her portrait painted by the strange young lady from Cyzicus. Now I paint what I want and when I want. This project is just a favour for Gelina. One day we were leaving the baths, feeling all fresh and relaxed, and she complained about how plain this room was. Suddenly I had a vision of fish, fish, fish everywhere! Fish flying above our heads and octopi coiling at our feet. And dolphins, darting through the seaweed. What do you think?’

‘Astounding,’ I said. Eco gazed about the room and shook out his hands as if he were sopping wet.

Iaia laughed. ‘It’s almost finished now. There’s no real painting left to be done. We’re at the stage of sealing the watercolours with an encaustic varnish, which is why these slaves are helping. There’s no real skill to the job, just smoothing on the varnish with a brush, but I have to watch them to be sure nothing’s damaged. Olympias, nudge that one over there, on the top scaffold. He’s putting it on too thick – the colours will never show through.’

Olympias looked down from above our heads and smiled. I secretly pinched Eco, whose slack-jawed stare was not in response to the artwork around us.

‘Ah, yes, in the good old days I could never have taken on a project like this one,’ Iaia went on. ‘My mentor wouldn’t have allowed it. I can just imagine his reaction. “Too vulgar,” he’d have said, “too merely decorative. Painting histories or fables with a moral point is one thing, but painting fish? Portraits are your strong point, Iaia, and portraits of women, at that; no man can paint a woman half so well as you can. But one look at these staring fish heads and no Roman matron will ever allow you to paint her! She’d be looking for traces of satire in every brush-stroke!” Well, that’s what my old mentor would have said. But now, if I wish to paint fish, by Neptune, I’ll paint fish. I think they’re lovely.’

She seemed quite enraptured by her own skill, an immodesty perhaps forgivable in an artist in the final stages of an almost-done creation. ‘I can see why you became renowned for your portraits,’ I said. ‘I saw your picture of Gelina in the library.’

Her smile wavered. ‘Yes, I did that only a year ago. Gelina wanted it for a birthday present, for Lucius. We spent weeks working on it, out on her private terrace at the north end of the house, in her room where Lucius never went, so it would be a surprise.’

‘Didn’t he like it?’

‘Frankly, no. It was done especially to fit the wall above his table in the library. Well, he made it quite plain that he didn’t want it there. If you’ve seen the room, you’ve seen his taste – those awful statues of Hercules and Chiron. The painting above his table was even worse, a horrible thing that purported to show the Argonauts attacked by harpies, such a hideous embarrassment I can’t imagine how he dared to allow visitors in the room. A really terrible painting done by some unknown hack in Neapolis, a mishmash of naked breasts and flailing claws and stiffly painted warriors brandishing swords. Words cannot exaggerate how awful it was. Am I not right, Olympias?’

The girl looked down from her work and laughed. ‘It was a very bad painting, Iaia.’

‘In the end Lucius acquiesced and had the thing removed so that we could mount Gelina’s portrait into the wall, but he was most ungracious. Gelina had ordered a rug to match, and he complained endlessly about the expense. She was in tears more than once, thanks to that episode. Of course, misery about money was an old story in this house. What a failure Lucius was! What an impostor! What’s the point of living in a villa like this if you have to count every sesterce before you spend it?’

There was a sudden tension in the room. Olympias no longer smiled. One of the slaves knocked over a pot of varnish and cursed. Even the fish seemed to quiver with unease. Iaia lowered her voice. ‘Let’s step into the baths. The rooms are all empty, and the light at this time of day is quite delightful. Let the boy stay here and watch Olympias work.’

The plan of the women’s baths mirrored that of the men’s, except for the scale, which was considerably smaller. Across the open terrace the view was much the same; beneath the rising sun the bay shone with thousands of tiny points of silver light. We walked around the circular pool, which billowed with steam in the crisp morning air. Beneath the high dome our hushed voices echoed strangely.

‘I thought that Lucius and Gelina were a happy couple,’ I said.

‘Does she seem happy to you?’

‘Her husband died a horrible death only days ago. I hardly expect to find her smiling.’

‘Her mood now is little changed from before. She was miserable then, thanks to him, and she is miserable now, thanks again to him and his messy death.’

‘She doesn’t look miserable in the painting. Does the image lie?’

‘The image captures her just as she was. And why does she seem so happy and at peace in the portrait? Consider that it was posed for and painted in the one room in the house where Lucius never set foot.’

‘I was told they married for love.’

‘So they did, and you see what comes of that sort of match. I knew Gelina when she was a girl, before she married. Her mother and I were about the same age and great friends. When Gelina married Lucius it was hardly my place to criticize, but I knew that only sorrow would come of it.’

‘How could you be so sure? Was he such a wicked character?’

She was silent for a long moment. ‘I don’t claim to be a great judge of character, Gordianus, at least not when it comes to men. Do you know what they called me in the good old days? Iaia Cyzicena, Always Virgin, they called me, and not without reason. When it comes to men, I have little experience and I claim no special insight. I’m sure my judgment of a man’s character is less reliable than most women’s. But judgment based on experience goes only so far. There are other, surer ways of foreseeing the future.’ She gazed into the swirling mists above the water.

‘Yes? And what does the future hold for this house and its inhabitants?’

‘Something dark and dreadful, no matter what.’ She shivered. ‘But to answer your question: no, Lucius was not wicked, only weak. A man of no vision, no energy, no ambition. Were it not for Crassus, he and Gelina would have starved long ago.’

‘A villa and a hundred slaves are far from starvation.’

‘But Lucius himself owned not a bit of it! From what I gather, his income was entirely consumed in running this palace and maintaining a facade of great wealth. Given his connection to Crassus, any other man would have made himself independently wealthy long before now. Not Lucius; he was content to amble along, taking what was given him and asking for no more, like a pampered dog begging for scraps from his master’s table. To be sure, the same hand that lifted him up held him down; Crassus seemed determined that Lucius should always be the cringing, ever-thankful kinsman, never an equal or a rival, and Crassus has ways of seeing that people stay in their places. Well, Gelina deserved better than that. Now she’s completely at the mercy of Crassus, not even able to say whether her own household slaves should live or die.’

‘And if that should come to pass?’

Iaia stared deeply into the mist and did not answer. We circled the pool in silence.

‘No matter what their differences, I think that Gelina has suffered greatly from the death of her husband,’ I said quietly. ‘She will suffer even more if Crassus proceeds with this terrible scheme of his.’

‘Yes,’ said Iaia in a dull, faraway voice. ‘And she will not be alone in her suffering.’

‘Surely, if it was someone here in the house who murdered Lucius, that person cannot stand by and see so many people slaughtered in his stead.’

‘Not people,’ she corrected, ‘slaves.’

‘Still—’

‘And for slaves to die, even ninety-nine slaves, for the benefit of a great and wealthy man – is that not the Roman way?’

To that, I had no answer. I left her standing by the pool, staring into its sulphurous depths.

 

In the anteroom Eco stood on the scaffold holding a horsehair brush, while Olympias hovered behind him, her hand laid gently atop his to guide his strokes. ‘A single sweeping motion,’ she was saying. ‘Lay it on in a thin, even coat.’

‘Really, Eco,’ I called up to him, ‘I had no idea you had a gift for painting.’

He gave a start. Olympias looked over her shoulder with a cheerful smile. ‘He has a very steady hand,’ she said.

‘I’m sure he does. But I think we will take our leave. Come, Eco.’ He scrambled nimbly down, looking flushed and slightly disoriented and glancing awkwardly over his shoulder as we stepped into the portico outside.

‘Did you press your attentions on her, Eco, or was it Olympias who suggested that you join her on the scaffold?’ Eco indicated the latter. ‘Ah, it was she who stepped so close, putting her arm around you?’ He nodded dreamily, then frowned at the way I pursed my lips. ‘I would not be entirely trusting of that young woman’s friendliness, Eco. No, don’t be silly; I’m not jealous of you. There’s something about the way she smiles that makes me uncomfortable.’

A voice hailed us from behind, and I turned to see Metrobius and Sergius Orata, each attended by a slave. ‘Are you on your way to the baths, too?’ asked the businessman with a yawn that indicated he had just got out of bed.

‘Yes,’ I said. Why not?

While Orata and Eco relaxed in the hot pool, I accepted an offer from Metrobius to share his masseur. We stripped and reclined side by side on pallets in the changing room. The slave went back and forth between us, kneading our shoulders and poking at our spines. The slave was a tall, wizened man with extraordinarily strong hands.

‘If I were rich,’ I grunted, ‘I think I would have this done to me every day.’

‘I am rich,’ said Metrobius, ‘and I do. How did you ever get that awful bump on your head?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing. A doorway was shorter than I expected. Oh! That’s good! Yes, there, that spot below my shoulder . . . These baths are quite wonderful, aren’t they? Eco and I came here yesterday, after we first arrived. Mummius wanted to show off the plumbing. He had a massage from the boy who sang last night, Apollonius I think he’s called. But I doubt that Apollonius could be half as skilful as your man.’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ said Metrobius cautiously, lying on his side with his head propped on one hand and looking at me with sudden suspicion.

‘No? You’re such a frequent house guest, I thought you might have taken the opportunity to use this Apollonius yourself

Metrobius hummed and raised an eyebrow. ‘Only Mollio here massages me. He was a gift from Sulla, years ago. Knows every aching muscle and cracked bone in this tired old body. A callow youth like Apollonius would probably give me a sprain.’

‘Yes, I suppose Mummius can take that risk. He’s not exactly delicate. Tough as an ox, by the looks of him.’

‘And nearly as smart.’

‘Oh! Could you do that again, Mollio? For some reason, Metrobius, I don’t believe you like Marcus Mummius.’

‘I’m indifferent to him.’

‘You detest him.’

‘I confess. Here, Mollio, attend to me. Gordianus has had enough for the moment.’

I lay in a state of bliss, as limp as pummelled dough. I closed my eyes and saw visions of starfish and octopi, attended by strange gasping noises. It was Metrobius’s turn to grunt and wheeze.

‘Why does the grudge run so deep?’ I asked.

‘I never liked Mummius, from the first moment I met him.’

‘But there must have been some incident, some offence.’

‘Oh, very well.’ He sighed. ‘This was ten years ago, just after Sulla was made dictator. You remember that Sulla set up the proscription lists and posted them in the Forum, offering rewards to whoever would bring him the heads of his enemies?’

‘I remember it well.’

‘It was an ugly process, but unavoidable. The Republic had to be purged. For Sulla to restore order and put an end to years of civil war, the opposition had to be eliminated. Otherwise the conflicts and vendettas would have gone on endlessly.’

‘And what does this have to do with your feud with Mummius?’

‘The estates of Sulla’s enemies were made property of the state and sold at public auction. I need not tell you that the first people in line at these so-called public auctions were usually Sulla’s close friends and associates. How else could a mere actor like myself end up with a villa on the Cup? But there were others in line ahead of me.’

‘Including Mummius?’

‘Yes. Crassus was much in favour then, almost as important as Pompey. Eventually he overstepped himself and embarrassed Sulla; you may remember a certain scandal involving an innocent man added to Sulla’s lists just so Crassus could obtain the poor man’s property.’

‘There was more than one such scandal.’

‘Yes, but Crassus was a Roman of good birth, a general, the hero of the Colline Gate, thought to be above such grubbiness. Even so, Sulla only slapped his wrists for that offence. But before the scandal, Crassus came first in all things, just behind Pompey. And Crassus’s men were to be pampered and coddled, even above many of Sulla’s oldest friends and supporters.’

‘Like yourself.’

‘Yes.’

‘I take it Mummius got the best of you in something, and Sulla took his side.’

‘There was a certain property we both coveted.’

‘Real estate, or a human?’

‘A slave.’

‘I see.’

‘No, you don’t. The boy had been the property of a certain senator in Rome. Once I heard him sing at a dinner party. He came from my own hometown in Etruria. He sang in the dialect I learned as a child. To hear him made me weep. When I learned that he was being sold in a lot with the rest of the household slaves, I rushed down to the Forum. The auctioneer happened to be a friend of Crassus’s. It turned out that Mummius desired the boy as well, and not for his singing. The auctioneer ignored my bids, and Marcus Mummius was awarded the entire lot of slaves for the price of a used tunic. How smug he was when he passed by me to collect his receipt. We exchanged threats. I drew a knife. The crowd was packed with Crassus’s men, and I had to flee for my life while they jeered after me. I went to Sulla, demanding justice, but he refused to intervene. Mummius was too close to Crassus, he said, and at that moment he could not afford to offend Crassus.’

‘So Mummius bested you over a boy.’

‘That wasn’t the end of it. It took him only two years to tire of the slave. Mummius decided to get rid of him, but he refused to sell him to me, purely out of spite. By then, Sulla was dead and I had no influence at Rome. I wrote a letter to Mummius and asked him as humbly as I could to let me buy the boy. Do you know what he did? He passed the letter around at a dinner party and made a joke of it. And then he passed the boy around. He made sure I heard all about it.’

‘And the boy?’

‘Mummius sold him to a slave trader bound for Alexandria. The boy disappeared forever. Mollio!’ he snapped. ‘Your hands are useless this morning!’

‘Patience, master,’ cooed the wizened slave. ‘Your spine is as stiff as wood. Your shoulders are like rusty hinges.’

The door opened. A rush of cool air brought with it the high, piping voice of Sergius Orata. ‘And more ducts run under this floor and along both of these walls,’ he was saying. ‘You can see the vents that release the hot air, spaced evenly apart.’ Eco followed him, nodding without much enthusiasm. Orata was naked except for a very large towel wrapped around his middle. Clouds of steam rose from his plump pink flesh.

‘Gordianus, your son is an apt pupil. A better listener I’ve never encountered. I do believe the boy may have some talent for engineering.’

‘Really?’ I glanced over the fat man’s shoulder at Eco, who looked quite bored. No doubt his thoughts were in a more briny milieu, floating across the seascape of the women’s anteroom with Olympias. ‘I’ve always thought so myself, Sergius Orata. No doubt he finds it difficult to pose complicated questions, but I seem to remember yesterday that he was most curious about how the waters were disposed of after circulating through the pools. I told him I assumed some system of pipes led down to the bay, but my explanation failed to satisfy him.’

‘Oh, yes?’ Orata looked pleased. Eco stared at me, perplexed, then perceived the wink I gave him when Orata’s back was turned. ‘Then I shall have to explain it to him in detail, and leave nothing out. Come along, young man.’ Orata disappeared through the door, and Eco trudged after him.

Metrobius laughed, then grunted as the slave Mollio recommenced pinching and pounding his flesh. ‘Sergius Orata isn’t quite the simple soul he pretends to be,’ he said with a wry smile. ‘There’s quite a head on those shoulders, always calculating and counting his profits. He’s certainly rich enough, and rumours allude to a weakness for gambling and dancing girls. Still, in this house he must seem a paragon of virtue – neither as greedy as Crassus nor as wicked as Mummius, not by a long shot.’

‘About Crassus I know very little,’ I confessed, ‘only what they say behind his back in the Forum.’

‘Believe every word. Really, I’m surprised he hasn’t stolen the coin from the corpse’s mouth.’

‘As for Mummius—’

‘The swine.’

‘He seems an odd mix of a man to me. I’ll grant you that there’s harsh side to him. I saw an example of it on the journey here: for a drill, he ordered the galley slaves driven to the maximum – as frightening a spectacle as I’ve ever witnessed.’

‘That sounds like Mummius, with his stupid military discipline. Discipline is a god he uses to excuse any act of wickedness, no matter how vile, just as Crassus can justify any crime for the sake of acquisition. They’re two faces of a coin, opposites in many ways but essentially alike.’ Such criticism struck me as odd, coming from a man who had been so closely allied with Sulla. But as the Etruscans say, love turns a blind eye to corruption, while jealousy sees every vice.

‘And yet,’ I said, ‘I think I glimpse in both of them a certain weakness, a softness that shows through their armour. Mummius’s armour is of steel, Crassus’s is of silver, but why does any man cover himself with armour except to shield his vulnerability?’

Metrobius raised an eyebrow and looked at me shrewdly. ‘Well, Gordianus of Rome, you may be more perceptive than I thought. What are these weaknesses evinced by Crassus and his lieutenant?’

I shrugged. ‘I don’t yet know enough about either of them to say.’

Metrobius nodded. ‘Search and you may find, Finder. But enough about those two.’ He rolled over and allowed the slave to stretch his arms above his head. ‘Let’s change the subject.’

‘Perhaps you could tell me something about Lucius and Gelina. I understand that you and Gelina are very close friends.’

‘We are.’

‘And Lucius?’

‘Didn’t you just come from viewing Iaia’s painted room?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then you must have seen his portrait.’

‘Oh?’

‘The jellyfish, just above the door.’

‘What? Oh, I see, you’re joking.’

‘I’m not. Have a good look at it the next chance you get. The body is that of a jellyfish, but the face is quite unmistakably Lucius. It’s in the eyes. A brilliant piece of satire, all the more satisfying because Lucius himself would never have got the joke. It elevates the whole mural to the level of high art. Iaia was once called the finest portraitist in Rome, and for good reason.’

‘Then Lucius was a jellyfish?’

He snorted. ‘A more useless man I never met. A mere footrest for Crassus, though a footrest might have had more personality. He’s better off dead than alive.’

‘Yet Gelina loved him.’

‘Did she? Yes, I suppose she did. “Love turns a blind eye,” as the Etruscans say.’

‘I was just thinking of that proverb myself. But I suppose Gelina is by nature an emotional woman. She certainly seems distraught about the fate of her slaves.’

He shrugged. ‘If Crassus insists on killing them, it’s a stupid waste, but I’m sure he’ll give her others. Crassus owns more slaves than there are fish in the sea.’

‘It impresses me that Gelina was able to convince Crassus to send a ship for me.’

‘Gelina?’ Metrobius smiled oddly. ‘Yes, it was Gelina who first mentioned your name, but by herself I doubt that she could have talked Crassus into going to so much effort and expense on account of mere slaves.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I thought you knew. There is another who longs to see these slaves plucked from the jaws of death.’

‘Whom do you mean?’

‘Who journeyed all the way to Rome just to fetch you?’

‘Marcus Mummius? A man who would drive a whole ship of slaves to the point of death on a mere whim? Why would he lift a finger to save Gelina’s slaves, especially in defiance of Crassus’s will?’

Metrobius looked at me oddly. ‘I thought surely you knew. When you spoke of Mummius having a weakness . . .’ He frowned. ‘You disappoint me, Finder. I think perhaps you are as dense as I originally thought. You were sitting beside me at dinner last night. You saw as clearly as I did the tears that sprang from Mummius’s eyes when the slave boy sang. Do you think he wept for cheap sentiment? A man like Mummius weeps only because his heart is breaking.’

‘You mean—’

‘The other day, when Crassus made up his mind that the slaves should die, they argued and argued. Mummius was practically on his knees, begging Crassus to make an exception. But Crassus insists that they shall all be punished, including the beautiful Apollonius, no matter how harmless or innocent the boy may be, and no matter how much Mummius desires him. And so, the day after the funeral, Marcus Mummius will have to watch as his own men herd the boy into the arena and put him to death along with the rest of the household slaves. I wonder if they’ll behead them one by one? Surely not, it would take all afternoon, and even a jaded Baian audience would start to fidget. Perhaps they’ll have the gladiators do the dirty work, trapping the slaves under nets and rushing at them with spears . . .’

‘Then Mummius wishes to save them all, simply for the sake of Apollonius?’

‘Of course. He’s quite willing to make a fool of himself on the boy’s behalf. It all began on his last visit here with Crassus, back in the spring. Mummius was instantly smitten, like a stag struck with an arrow between the eyes. During the summer he actually wrote the boy a letter from Rome. Lucius intercepted it and was quite disgusted.’

‘Because the letter was pornographic?’

‘Pornography, from Mummius? Please, I’m sure he has neither the imagination nor the literary skill. On the contrary, it was quite chaste and cautious, rather like an epistle from Plato to one of his students, full of pious praise for Apollonius’s spiritual wisdom and his transcendent beauty, that sort of thing.’

‘But Lucius married for love. I should think he might have sympathized.’

‘It was the impropriety of it that scandalized Lucius. A citizen consorting with one of his own slaves is one thing; it need never be known. But a citizen writing letters to another man’s slave is an embarrassment to everyone. Lucius complained to Crassus, who must have said something to Mummius, since there was never a second letter. But Mummius remained smitten. He wanted to buy Apollonius for himself, but to do that required going through both Lucius and Crassus. One or the other refused to sell – perhaps Lucius, to spite Mummius, or perhaps Crassus, wanting to avoid further embarrassments from his lieutenant.’

‘And now Mummius finds himself awaiting the slave’s destruction.’

‘Yes. He’s tried to hide his anguish from Faustus Fabius and the rest of Crassus’s retinue, and most of all from the men under his command, but everyone knows. Rumours spread very quickly in a small, private army. It was quite a spectacle to hear him prostrating himself before Crassus in the library the other day, scrambling to come up with the most ludicrous arguments to save Apollonius—’

‘This was behind closed doors, I assume?’

‘Can I help it if I could hear every word through the windows that face the courtyard? Mummius pleaded for the boy’s life; Crassus invoked the stern majesty of Roman law. Mummius argued for an exception; Crassus told him to stop playing the fool. I believe he even called Mummius ‘unRoman’ at one point, the direst insult a stolid soldier like Mummius can receive from his commander. If you think Gelina is distraught, you should have heard Mummius that day. I can’t imagine how he will react when a Roman blade cuts into the tender young flesh of Apollonius and the pretty slave begins to bleed . . .’ Metrobius slowly shut his eyes, and a strange expression settled on his face.

‘You’re smiling,’ I whispered.

‘And why not? Mollio gives the finest massage on the Cup. I feel quite delicious, and am ready for my bath.’

Metrobius stood and held his arms aloft while the slave wound the long towel around him. I sat up and mopped my perspiring forehead. ‘Do I only imagine it,’ I said quietly, ‘or are there those in this house who actually look forward to seeing the slaves executed? A Roman seeks justice, not vengeance.’

Metrobius did not answer, but slowly turned and left the room.

‘A pity you’re no better at swimming than I am,’ I said to Eco as we left the baths. He gave me a pained look but did not dispute the fact. ‘Our next task must be to have a look at the waters around the boathouse. What was being dumped from the pier last night, and why?’ I looked down from the terrace outside the baths. From where we stood I could see the boathouse and most of the pier. There was no one about. The coastline was dotted with craggy rocks, and the water looked sufficiently deep to be daunting. ‘I wonder if that boy Meto is a swimmer? He probably grew up here on the Cup; aren’t all the local boys divers and swimmers, even the slaves? If we can find him quickly, perhaps we can explore the boathouse and its environs before time for the midday meal.’ We found him on the upper floor. When he saw us he smiled and came running.

I began to speak, but he seized my hand and tugged at it. ‘You must go back to your room,’ he whispered. I tried to make him explain, but he only shook his head and repeated himself. Eco and I followed while he ran ahead.

The room was flooded with sunlight. No one had come to tidy our beds yet, but I sensed that someone had been in the room. I looked sidelong at Meto, who peeked back at me from behind the door. I pulled back the coverlet on my bed.

The ugly little figurine was gone. In its place was a piece of parchment with a message in red letters:

CONSULT THE SIBYL AT CUMAE GO QUICKLY

 

‘Well, Eco, this changes our plans. No swimming this morning. Someone has arranged for us to receive a message directly from the gods.’

Eco looked at the scrap of parchment, then handed it back to me. He seemed not to notice, as I had, that wherever the letter ‘A’ occurred it was given an eccentric flourish, with the crossbar tilted sharply down to the right.
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When I asked Meto if he could show us the way to the Sibyl’s cave, or at least to Cumae, he stepped back, shaking his head. When I pressed him, his face turned pale. ‘Not me,’ he whispered. ‘I’m afraid of the Sibyl. But I know who could show you.’

‘Yes?’

‘Olympias goes to Cumae every day at about this time, to fetch things from Iaia’s house and to look after the place.’

‘How convenient for us,’ I said. ‘Does a wagon take her, or does Olympias prefer the luxury of a litter?’

‘Oh, no, she rides a horse, as well as any man. She’s probably in the stable now. If you hurry—’

‘Come along, Eco,’ I started to say, but he was already out the door ahead of me.

I half expected to find Olympias waiting for us, but she seemed genuinely surprised when I called to her from the courtyard. She was already setting out from the stable mounted on a small white horse. She had changed her long, shapeless painter’s gown for a short stola that allowed her to sit astride the horse. The garment left her legs completely naked from the knees down. Eco pretended to study the horse with admiration while darting glances at the perfect curvature of the girl’s tawny calves pressed against the animal’s flanks.

Olympias agreed to accompany us to Cumae, but only after some hesitation. When I told her that we were seeking the Sibyl, she looked alarmed at first, then sceptical. Her confusion surprised me. I had thought she must have some part in this shadowy plan to lure me to Cumae, yet she seemed to resent the imposition. She waited while Eco and I borrowed horses from the stable keeper, and then the three of us set out together.

‘The boy Meto says you make this journey every day. Isn’t it a long ride there and back?’

‘I know a shortcut,’ she said.

We passed between the bull-headed pylons and onto the public road, then turned right, as Mummius and I had done the day before when the slave showed us where the bloody tunic had been found. We quickly passed that place and proceeded north. The hills on our left were covered with orchards of olive trees, their branches heavy with an early crop; there were no slaves to be seen. After the orchards there came a vineyard, then scattered patches of cultivated farmland, then a patch of woodland. ‘The land all around the Cup is remarkable for its fertility,’ I said.

‘And for stranger things,’ Olympias remarked.

The road began to wind downwards. Through the trees I saw ahead what had to be Lake Lucrinus, a long lagoon separated from the bay by a narrow stretch of beach. ‘That’s where Sergius Orata made his fortune,’ I said to Eco. ‘Farming oysters and selling them to the rich. If only he were here with us, I’m sure he’d want to treat you to an extensive tour and lecture.’ Eco rolled his eyes and made an exaggerated shudder.

The prospect widened and ahead I was able to see the course of the road as it followed the strand between the lake and the bay and then curved away toward the east, where it passed through a series of low hills before descending again into the town of Puteoli. I saw many docks there, but as Faustus Fabius had said, few big ships.

Olympias looked over her shoulder. ‘If we were to take the road all the way, we’d pass Lake Lucrinus and go halfway to Puteoli before turning back toward Cumae. But that’s for wagons and litters and others who need a paved road. This is the way I go.’ She turned off the road onto a narrow path that cut through low bushes. We passed through a stand of trees onto a bald ridge, following a narrow track that looked like a goat path. There were rolling hills on our left, but on our right, towards Lake Lucrinus, the land fell steeply away. Far below us, on the broad, low plain surrounding the lake, the private army of Crassus was encamped.

Tents had been pitched all about the shore. Little plumes of smoke rose from cooking fires. Mounted horsemen cantered on the plain, throwing up clouds of dust. Soldiers drilled in marching formation, or practised swordplay in groups of two. The sound of swords banging shields echoed up from the valley, along with a deep bellowing voice that was too indistinct to understand but impossible not to recognize. Marcus Mummius was shouting instructions at a group of soldiers who stood in rigid formation. Nearby, before the largest of the tents, stood Faustus Fabius, recognizable from his mane of red hair; he was leaning over and speaking to Crassus, who sat in a backless folding chair. He was dressed in full military regalia, his silver accoutrements glinting in the sun, his great red cape as vivid as a drop of blood on the dusty landscape.

‘They say he’s getting ready to press for the command against Spartacus,’ said Olympias, gazing down at the spectacle with a moody look on her face. ‘The Senate has its own armies, of course, but the ranks have been devastated by the defeats of the spring and summer. So Crassus is raising his own army. Fabius tells me there are six hundred men at Lake Lucrinus. Crassus has already raised five times that many at a camp outside Rome, and can raise many more once the Senate approves. Crassus says no man can really call himself rich unless he can afford his own army.’

While we watched, a cymbal was beaten and the soldiers began to congregate for their midday meal. Slaves hurried to and fro among the boiling pots. ‘Do you recognize the tunics? Those kitchen slaves are from Gelina’s house,’ Olympias said. ‘Scurrying to feed the same men who in two days’ time will be cutting their throats.’

Eco touched my arm and pointed to the far side of the plain, where bare earth gave way to woods. A great swathe of felled trees had been cleared from the forest, and a team of soldiers was building a temporary arena from the raw wood. A deep bowl had been dug in the earth and stamped flat, and around it the soldiers were constructing a high wall surrounded by tiers of seats. I squinted and was barely able to make out the groups of helmeted men within the ring who practised mock combat with swords, tridents, and nets. ‘For the funeral games,’ I muttered. ‘The gladiators must have already arrived. That’s where they’ll fight on the day after tomorrow in honour of Lucius Licinius. That must also be where . . .’

‘Yes,’ said Olympias. ‘Where the slaves will be put to death.’ Her face became hard. ‘Crassus’s men shouldn’t have used those trees. They belong to the forest of Lake Avernus, farther north. No man owns them. The Avernine wood is a holy wood. To have cut down even a few of them for any purpose is a great impiety. To have cut down so many to satisfy his own ambitious schemes is a terrible act of hubris for Marcus Crassus. No good will come of it. You’ll see. If you don’t believe me, ask the Sibyl when you see her.’

We continued in silence along the ridge, then entered the forest again and began a gradual descent. The woods became thicker. The trees themselves changed character. Their leaves were no longer green, but almost black; great shaggy trees loomed all about, fingering the air with convoluted branches. The understorey grew dense with thorny bushes and hanging tufts of mossy lichen. Mushrooms sprouted underfoot. The goat path disappeared, and it seemed to me that Olympias was finding her way by instinct through the woods. A heavy silence enfolded us, broken only by the footfall of our horses and the faraway cry of a strange bird.

‘You travel this route alone?’ I said. ‘Such a lonely place, I should think you would feel unsafe.’

‘What could harm me in these woods? Bandits, brigands, runaway slaves?’ Olympias looked straight ahead, so that I could not see her face. ‘These woods are consecrated to the goddess Diana; these woods have been Diana’s for a thousand years, before even the Greeks came. Diana carries a great bow with which to guard her domain. When she takes aim, no beating heart can escape her arrow. I feel no more fear here than if I were a doe or a hawk. Only the man who enters these woods with evil intent faces any danger. Outlaws know this in their hearts and do not enter. Do you feel fear, Gordianus?’

A cloud obscured the sun. The patches of sunlight faded, and a grey chill spread through the forest. A strange illusion gripped me: night reigned within the woods, the hidden sun was replaced by the moon, and darkness seeped out of the hollow bowls of dying trees and from the deep shadows under fallen branches. All was silent except for the footfall of the horses; even that seemed muffled, as if the moist earth swallowed the sound of each step. An odd drowsiness descended on me, not as if I fell asleep but as if I slowly wakened into a realm where all my senses were slightly askew.

‘Do you feel fear, Gordianus?’

I stared at the back of her head, at the soft golden mane of her hair. I imagined the strangest thing – that if she were to turn suddenly I would see not her own beautiful face, but a visage too terrible to look at, a harsh, grinning mask with cruel eyes, the face of an angry goddess. ‘No, I feel no fear,’ I whispered hoarsely.

‘Good. Then you have a right to be here, and you will be safe.’ She turned and it was only the harmless, smiling face of Olympias that looked back at me. I sighed with relief.

The woods grew darker. A heavy, clinging mist spread through the forest. The smell of sea spray mingled with the dank odours of rotting leaves and mouldering bark. Then another smell assaulted us, the stench of boiling sulphur.

Olympias pointed to a clearing on our right. We rode onto a Up of bare rock. Above us loomed the tattered edge of a fog bank rolling in from the sea. Below us opened a great gulf of space. A vast bowl of vapour swirled below, ringed by dark, brooding trees. Through the vapours I could barely discern the surface of a great roiling cesspit that bubbled and seethed and spat.

‘The Jaws of Hades,’ I whispered.

Olympias nodded. ‘Some say that it was here that Pluto pulled Proserpina into the Underworld. They say that beneath this pool of sputtering sulphurous mud, deep in the restless bowels of the earth, there run a host of subterranean rivers that separate the realm of the living from the realm of the dead. There is Acheron, the river of woe, and Cocytus, the river of lamentation. There is Phlegethon, the river of fire, and Lethe, the river of forgetfulness. Together they converge into the great river Styx, across which the ferryman Charon carries the spirits of the dead to the bleak wastelands of Tartarus. They say that Pluto’s watchdog Cerberus escapes his bonds every so often and flees to the upper world. I spoke once to a farmer in Cumae who had heard the monster in the Avernine woods, all three heads howling together under the light of the full moon. On the other nights the dreaded lemures escape from Lake Avernus, malicious spirits of the dead who haunt the woods and inhabit the bodies of wolves. Still, Pluto always draws them back by morning. No one escapes his realm for long.’ She turned her face from the ghastly vista below to glance at Eco, who stared back at her, wide-eyed.

‘Strange, isn’t it,’ she said, ‘to think that all this exists so near to the civility and comfort of Baiae and its villas? At Gelina’s house the world seems to be a place made of sunlight dancing on water, and fresh salty air; it’s easy to forget the gods who live under dank stones and the lemures that dwell beneath the sulphurous pits. Lake Avernus was here before the Romans, before the Greeks. These woods were here, and so were all the steaming fumaroles and the boiling pits filled with stench that circle the Cup. This is the place where the Underworld comes closest to the world of the living. All the beautiful houses and bright lights that ring the Cup are like a mask, a charade, as insubstantial as the skin of a bubble; beneath them the sulphur rumbles and boils, as it has forever. Long after the pretty houses rot and the lights grow dim, the belching Jaws of Hades will still be gaping open to receive the shades of the dead.’

I looked at her in wonder, bewildered that such words could come from the lips of a creature so young and full of life. She met my eyes for an instant and smiled her cryptic smile, then spun her horse around. ‘It’s not good to look too long at the face of Avernus, or to breath the fumes.’

Our course began gradually to descend. At length we left the woods for a grassy landscape of low hills pierced by jagged white rocks. The hills became more and more windswept and barren as we neared the sea; the fog lifted and hung above our heads in tatters. The rocks grew as big as houses and lay scattered about us like the broken and weathered bones of giants. They took on fantastic shapes, bristling with sharp edges and shot through with swirling tunnels and wormholes.

We passed through the maze of rocks for a time, until we came to a hidden hollow set into a steep hillside, like the crook of an elbow. The narrow defile was strewn with tumbled rocks and trees weirdly sculpted by the wind.

‘This is where I leave you,’ said Olympias. ‘Find a place to tie your horse, and wait. The priestess will come for you.’

‘But where is the temple?’

‘The priestess will take you to the temple.’

‘But I thought there was a great temple to mark the site of the Sibyl’s shrine.’

Olympias nodded. ‘You mean the temple that Daedalus built when he came to earth on this spot after his long flight. Daedalus built it in honour of Apollo, and decorated it with panels all in hammered gold and covered it with a golden roof. So they say in the village of Cumae. But the golden temple is only a legend, or else the earth swallowed it up long ago. That happens here sometimes – the earth gapes open and devours whole houses. Nowadays the temple is in a hidden, rocky place near the mouth of the Sibyl’s cave. Don’t worry, the priestess will come. You brought a token gift of gold or silver?’

‘I brought the few coins I had with me in my room.’

‘It will be enough. Now I leave you.’ She tugged impatiently at the reins of her horse.

‘But wait! How shall we find you again?’

‘Why must you find me at all?’ There was an unpleasant edge in her voice. ‘I brought you here, as you asked. Can’t you find your own way back?’

I looked at the maze of rocks. The descending fog swirled overhead and a low wind moaned amid the stones. I shrugged uncertainly.

‘Very well,’ she said, ‘when the Sibyl is done with you, ride on a short distance towards the sea. Over the crest of a grassy hill you’ll come upon the village of Cumae. Iaia’s house is at the far end of the village. One of the slaves will let you in, if’ – she paused uncertainly – ‘if I’m not there. Wait for me.’

‘And where else would you be?’

She rode away without answering, and quickly vanished amid the boulders.

‘What vital business draws her to Cumae every day?’ I said to myself. ‘And why is she so eager to be rid of us? Well, Eco, what do you think of this place?’

Eco clutched himself and shivered, not from the cold.

‘I agree. There is something here that sets my teeth on edge.’ I looked at the maze of rocks all around us. The wind moaned and whistled through the wormholes. ‘You can’t see farther than a few feet in any direction, thanks to all these jagged boulders. A whole army could be hidden out of sight, an assassin behind every rock.’

We dismounted and led the horses deeper into the crook of the hill. A bald band had been worn into a twisted branch, showing where many others before us had tethered their horses. I secured the beasts, then felt Eco tugging urgently at my sleeve.

‘Yes, what do you—’

I stopped short. From nowhere, it seemed, a figure passed between two nearby stones, following the same path that Olympias had taken. The descending fog swallowed all noise of his horse’s footfalls, so that the figure passed by as silently as a phantom. He was visible for only an instant, draped in a dark hooded cloak. ‘What do you make of that?’ I whispered.

Eco leaped to the tallest of the nearby rocks and scrambled atop it, finding holds for his fingers amid the wormholes. He peered into the middle distance. For an instant his face lit up and then darkened again. He waved to me but kept his eyes on the maze of rocks. By way of signal, he pinched his chin and drew his fingers away to a point.

‘A long beard?’ I said. Eco nodded. ‘Do you mean the rider is Dionysius, the philosopher?’ He nodded again. ‘How peculiar. Can you still see him?’ Eco frowned and shook his head. Then he brightened again. He pointed his finger as the arrow flies, in an arc that ascended and then fell, indicating something farther afield. He made his sign for Olympias’s tresses. ‘You can see the girl?’ He nodded yes, then no as she passed from sight. ‘And does it seem that the philosopher follows her?’ Eco watched for a moment longer, then looked down at me with an expression of grave concern and slowly nodded.

‘How odd. How very odd. If you can see no more, come down.’ Eco watched for a moment longer, then sat on the rock and pushed himself off, landing with a grunt. He hurried to the horses and indicated the knotted tethers.

‘Ride after them? Don’t be ridiculous. There’s no reason to assume that Dionysius means her any harm. Perhaps he isn’t following her at all.’ Eco put his hands on his hips and looked at me the way that Bethesda so often does, as if I were a foolish child. ‘Very well, I’ll admit it’s odd that he should pass by on the same obscure path only moments behind us, unless he has some secret reason. Perhaps it was us he was following, and not Olympias, in which case we’ve given him the slip.’

Eco was not satisfied. He crossed his arms and fretted. ‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘We are not going after them. And no, you are not going off on your own. By now Olympias is probably already in Cumae. Besides, I doubt that a young woman as strong and capable as Olympias is in need of protection from an old greybeard like Dionysius.’

Eco wrinkled his brow and kicked at a stone. With his arms still crossed he began to walk toward the tall rock, as if he meant to climb it again. An instant later he froze and spun around, as did I.

The voice was strange and unnerving – gruff, wheezing, barely recognizable as that of a woman. Its owner wore a blood-red hooded cloak and stood with her hands joined within the voluminous sleeves so that no part of her body was visible. From the deep shadow that hid her face the voice issued like the moaning of a phantom from the Jaws of Hades.

‘Come back, young man! The girl is safe. You, on the other hand, are an intruder here, and in constant danger until the god sees your naked face and judges whether to blast you with lightning or open your ears to the voice of the Sibyl. Both of you, gather your courage and follow me. Now!’
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Very long ago there was a king of the Romans called Tarquinius the Proud. One day a sorceress came up to Rome from her cave at Cumae and offered to Tarquinius nine books of occult knowledge. These books were made of palm leaves and were not bound as a scroll, so that the pages could be put in any order. This Tarquinius found very strange. They were also written in Greek, not Latin, but the sorceress claimed that the books foretold the entire future of Rome. Those who studied them, she said, would comprehend all those strange phenomena by which the gods make known their will on earth, as when geese are seen flying north in winter, or water ignites into flame, or cocks are heard crowing at noon.

Tarquinius considered her offer, but the sum of gold she demanded was too great. He sent her away, saying that King Numa a hundred years before had established the priesthoods, cults, and rituals of the Romans, and these institutions had always sufficed to discern the will of the gods.

That night three balls of fire were seen hovering above the horizon. The people were alarmed. Tarquinius called upon the priests to explain the phenomenon, but to their great chagrin no explanation could be found.

The next day the sorceress visited Tarquinius again, saying she had six books of knowledge for sale. She asked the same price she had asked for nine books the previous day. Tarquinius demanded to know what had become of the other three books, and the witch said she had burned them during the night. Tarquinius, insulted that the sorceress demanded for six books what he had refused to pay for nine, sent her away.

That night three convoluted columns of smoke rose above the horizon, blown by the wind and illuminated by the moon so that they took on a grotesque and foreboding aspect. Again the people were alarmed, thinking it must be a sign from an angry god. Tarquinius summoned the priests. Again they were baffled.

The next day the sorceress came to visit the king again. She had burned three more books the night before, she said, and now offered him the remaining three, for the same price she had originally asked for all nine. Though it vexed him greatly, Tarquinius paid the woman the sum she demanded.

And so, because Tarquinius hesitated, the Sibylline Books were received in only fragmentary fashion. The future of Rome could be discerned only imperfectly, and the reading of auspices and auguries was not always precise. Tarquinius was both revered for obtaining the sacred texts and derided for not acquiring them all. The Sibyl of Cumae gained a legendary reputation for her wisdom. She was respected both as a great sorceress and a shrewd bargainer, having obtained the price of nine books for only three.

The Sibylline Books became objects of awesome veneration. They outlasted the kings of Rome and became the most sacred property of the Roman people. The Senate decreed that they should be kept in a stone chest deep underground in the temple of Jupiter on the Capitoline Hill, above the Forum. The books were consulted in times of great calamities or when inexplicable omens appeared. Those priests who were specially charged to study the books were constrained under penalty of death to keep their contents secret, even from the Senate. One curious fact about the verses became commonly known, however. They were written in acrostic; together, the initial letters of each line spelled out the subject of each verse. Such cleverness as would have driven a mortal to distraction must have been child’s play for the divine will.

Because the books remained so mysterious, very few persons know exactly what was lost when, ten years ago in the final convulsions of the civil wars, a great fire swept the Capitoline and consumed the Temple of Jupiter, penetrating the stone chest and reducing the Sibylline Books to ash. Sulla blamed his enemies for the fire, his enemies blamed Sulla; in any case it was not an auspicious beginning for the dictator’s three-year reign. Without the Sibylline Books to foretell it, did Rome have a future? The Senate sent special envoys all over Greece and Asia to search for sacred texts to replace the lost Sibylline Books. Officially, this has been done to the full satisfaction of the priesthood and the Senate. For those respectful of divine will, but sceptical of human institutions, the opportunities for fraud and bamboozlement offered by such a scavenger hunt are too staggering to contemplate.

It is no small indication of the depths to which the Sibyl of Cumae has fallen in public esteem, at least in Rome, that no envoy was sent to her when the original books were lost. Surely it would make sense to go back to the source in order to replace the arcane books – or did the Senate balk at the prospect of losing face in a second bargain with the Sibyl of Cumae?

Around the Cup, the Sibyl is still venerated, especially by denizens of the old Greek towns, where the chlamys is worn instead of the toga and Greek is spoken more often than Latin, not only in the markets but in the temples and law courts as well. The Sibyl is an oracle in the Eastern sense; she, or more precisely it, is a mediating force between the human and divine, able to touch both worlds. When the Sibyl enters one of her priestesses, that priestess is able to speak with the voice of Apollo himself. Such oracles have existed since the dawn of time, from Persia to Greece and in the farflung Greek colonies of old, like Cumae, but they have never been wholly embraced by the Romans, who prefer that inspired individuals should interpret the will of the gods by watching puffs of smoke or rattling beans in a gourd rather than uttering the divine message directly. The Sibyl of Cumae is still venerated by the local villagers, who bring her gifts of livestock and coins, but she is not favoured by the fashionable elite of Rome who inhabit the great seaside villas; they prefer to seek wisdom from visiting philosophers and to bestow their patronage on the respectable temples of Jupiter and Fortune in the forums of Puteoli, Neapolis, and Pompeii.

I was not surprised to find the temple of Apollo attached to the Sibyl’s shrine to be in a state of some decay. It had never been a grandiose structure, notwithstanding tales of Daedalus and his golden embellishments. It was not even built of stone but of wood, with a bronze statue of Apollo upon a marble pedestal at the centre. Painted columns of red, green, and saffron were surmounted by a circular roof, the underside of which was segmented into triangles and painted with images of Apollo overseeing various acts in the tale of Theseus: the lusting of Pasiphaë for a bull and the birth of the Minotaur of Crete; the casting of lots for the yearly sacrifice of seven Athenian sons to the beast; the construction of the great maze by Daedalus; the sorrow of Ariadne; the slaying of the monster by Theseus; the winged flight of Daedalus and his doomed son Icarus. Some of the paintings looked very old and were so faded that they could hardly be discerned; others had been recently repainted and glowed with vivid colour. A restoration was in progress, and I suspected that I knew the woman responsible.

The temple was situated in a nook of land hemmed in on three sides by walls of jagged stone. It was the only flat surface on the steep hillside, which otherwise was strewn with boulders; the great stones seemed to have frozen in mid-avalanche and were overgrown with twisted trees that looked as if their flailing limbs were outstretched to save themselves from falling. The priestess walked ahead of us with a serene and unfailing sense of balance, never setting a foot wrong, while Eco and I followed, slipping and sliding after her, sending bits of gravel flying down the hill as we grabbed branches for support.

The spot was secluded from sight and protected from the wind. A quiet hush reigned over us. Above our heads the fog struggled to push itself over the hilltop and emerged in tatters, casting the place into a weird, dappled mixture of darkness and sunlight.

Within the temple the priestess turned to face us. Beneath her hood her features remained hidden in darkness. Her voice emerged as strange as before, the way that Aesop says that animals would speak if they could, forcing their inhuman throats to make human noises. ‘Obviously,’ she said, ‘you didn’t bring a cow.’

‘No.’

‘Nor a goat.’

‘No.’

‘Only your horses, which are not a suitable sacrifice to the god. You have money, then, to purchase a beast for sacrifice?’

‘Yes.’

She named a sum that did not seem outrageous; the Sibyl of Cumae was apparently not the hard bargainer she once had been. I pulled the money from my purse and wondered if Crassus would accept the expense as an addendum to my fee.

I saw her right hand for just an instant as she accepted the coins from me. It was an old woman’s hand, as I would have expected, with prominent bones and patches of discoloured flesh. No rings adorned her fingers, and there was no bracelet on her wrist. There was, however, a smudge of blue-green paint on her thumb, just such a hue as Iaia might have been using that morning to touch up a bit of her mosaic.

Perhaps she saw the smudge of paint herself. Either that or she was eager for the money, for she clutched the coins and snatched her hand away, hiding it again within the sleeves of her robe. I noticed also that the hems of her sleeves were a darker red than the rest of her garment, stained by blood.

‘Damon!’ she called. ‘Fetch a lamb!’

From nowhere a child appeared, a little boy who thrust his head from between two columns and then as quickly vanished. A few moments later he reappeared carrying a bleating lamb over his shoulders. The beast was not farm stock, but a pampered temple animal fattened for ritual sacrifice, kept clean and carefully groomed and brushed. The boy swung it over his shoulders onto a short altar before the statue of Apollo. The creature bleated at the touch of cold marble, but the boy managed to calm it with soft strokes and whispers in its ear even as he deftly trussed its legs.

He ran swiftly away and then returned, bearing in his outstretched hands a long silver blade with a handle encrusted with lapis and garnets. The priestess took it from him and stood over the lamb with her back towards us, holding the blade aloft and muttering incantations. I expected a longer ceremony and perhaps a series of questions, as many oracles required from their supplicants, and so I was a little startled when the blade suddenly flashed and descended.

The priestess possessed skill, and more strength than I would have thought. The blade must have gone straight to the heart of the beast, killing it instantly. There were a few convulsions and a spattering of blood, but not a sound, not even the least whimper of protest as it gave up its life to the god. Would the slaves down in Baiae die as easily? In that moment a chill descended upon the place, though the air was still. Eco felt it as well, for I saw him shiver beside me.

The priestess slit open the lamb’s underside from its breast to its belly, then reached inside. I saw how the hems of her sleeves had become so dark with bloodstains. She searched for a moment, then found what she was seeking. She turned toward us, bearing in her hands the lamb’s quivering heart and a portion of its entrails. We followed her a short distance to the side of the temple, where a rude brazier had been hewn from the stone wall. The boy had already prepared the fire.

The priestess cast the organs upon the hot stone. There was a loud sizzling and a small explosion of steam. The vapour issued outward and then was sucked back toward the rock wall, drawn into fissures in the stone like smoke pulled into a flue. The priestess stirred the hissing entrails with a stick. The smell of seared flesh reminded me that we had neglected to eat at midday. My stomach growled. She cast a handful of something onto the heated stone, producing another cloud of smoke. A strange, aromatic scent like burning hemp filled the air, making me dizzy. Beside me, Eco swayed so violently that I reached to hold him up, but when I gripped his shoulder he looked at me oddly, as if it were I who had stumbled. I saw a movement from the corner of my eye and looked at the great wall of stone above and before us, where peculiar faces had begun to appear amid the fissures and shadows.

Such apparitions are not unknown at sacred shrines. I had witnessed them before. Still, there is always a sudden stirring of dread and doubt in that instant when the world changes and the powers of the unseen begin to manifest themselves.

Though I could not see her shadowed face, I knew that the priestess was watching me. She saw that I was ready. Again we followed her up a steep, stony path that traversed the slope, then descended into a dark, ever deepening ravine. The way seemed very far. The path was so difficult that I found myself stooped over, scrambling on my hands and feet. I glanced behind to see that Eco did the same. Strangely, the priestess was able to walk upright, striding forward with perfectly measured steps.

We came to the mouth of a cave. As we stepped inside, a cold, clammy wind rushed over my face, carrying a strange smell like the breath of many flowers in decay. I looked up to see that the cave was not a tunnel but a high, airy chamber, pierced all about by tiny holes and jagged fissures. These openings admitted a twilight glimmer, and the rush of the wind sighing through them created an ever changing cacophony that was sometimes like music, sometimes like a great chorus of moaning. Sometimes a singular sound would rise above all the others and then fade away – a trilling of notes like a satyr playing his pipes, or the bellowing voice of a famous actor I heard once as a boy, or the sigh that Bethesda makes before she wakes in the morning.

We descended deeper into the cave, to a place where the walls narrowed. The darkness deepened and the chorus of voices receded. The priestess raised her arm to signal that we should stop. In the dimness her blood-red robe had become jet black, so dark that it seemed to be a gaping hole that moved about in the grey gloom. She stepped onto a low shelf of stone, like a stage, and for a moment I thought that she danced. The black robe spun and twisted and seemed to fold in on itself. There was a long, wailing shriek that made my hair stand on end. The contortions were not a dance but the convulsions of the priestess as her body was possessed by the Sibyl.

The black robe fluttered to the ground, becoming nothing more than a great lump of cloth. Eco stepped forward to touch it, but I restrained him. In the next instant the robe began to fill again and rise up. Before our eyes the Sibyl of Cumae began to take shape. She seemed taller than the priestess, larger than life. She lifted her hands and pushed the cowl from her head.

Her face was barely discernible in the darkness, and yet it seemed that I could make out her features with a kind of supernatural clarity. I chided myself for ever imagining that the priestess was Iaia. This was the face of an old woman, to be sure, and in some superficial regards it resembled Iaia; the mouth might have been the same, and the high, gaunt cheekbones, and the proud forehead – but no mortal voice ever uttered such noises, and no mortal woman ever possessed such eyes, flashing as brightly as the light through the fissures in the cave.

She began to speak, then clutched herself. Her breast heaved, and a rattling sound issued from her throat as the god began to breathe through her. A sudden wind blew up from behind us and scattered her hair like flailing tendrils. She struggled, not yet submissive to the god and trying to shake him from her brain, like a horse trying to unseat its rider. Her mouth foamed. Noises came from her throat like wind in a cavern, and then like the gurgling of water in a pipe. Little by little the god mastered her and then calmed her. She hid her face in her hands, then slowly drew herself erect.

‘The god is with me,’ she said, in a voice that was neither male nor female. The Sibyl seemed merely to mouth words that issued from some other source. I glanced at Eco. His forehead was beaded with sweat, his eyes were wide open, his nostrils were dilated. I clutched his hand to give him strength in the darkness.

‘Why do you come?’ the Sibyl asked.

I started to speak, but my throat was too thick. I swallowed and tried again. ‘We were told . . . to come.’ Even my own voice sounded unnatural to my ears.

‘What do you seek?’

‘We come . . . seeking knowledge . . . of certain events . . . in Baiae.’

She nodded. ‘You come from the house of the dead man, Lucius Licinius.’

‘Yes.’

‘You seek the answer to a riddle.’

‘We seek to know how he died . . . and by whose hand.’

‘Not by the hand of those who stand accused,’ said the Sibyl emphatically.

‘And yet I have no proof of that. Unless I can show who murdered Licinius . . . every slave in the household will be put to death. The man who seeks to do this thinks only of his own advancement . . . not of justice. It will be a cruel tragedy. Can you tell me the name of the man who killed Licinius?’

The Sibyl was silent.

‘Can you show me his face in a dream?’

The Sibyl set her eyes upon me. An icy shiver ran through my bones. She shook her head.

‘But this is what I must know,’ I protested. ‘This is the knowledge I seek.’

Again the Sibyl shook her head. ‘If a general came to me and asked me to strike his enemies dead, would I not refuse? If a physician came and asked me to heal his patient, would I not send him away? The oracle does not exist to do the work of men for them. Yet if these men came to me seeking only knowledge, I would give it. If it were the will of the god, I would tell the general where his hidden enemy lurked, and I would tell the doctor where he might find the herb that could save his patient. The rest would be up to them.

‘What shall I do with you, then, Gordianus of Rome? To find knowledge is your work, but I will not do your work for you. If I give you the answer you seek, I will rob you of the very means by which you may achieve your end. If you go to Crassus with nothing but a name, he will merely laugh at you or punish you for false accusations. Unless you acquire it on your own, using your skills, the knowledge you seek will be meaningless. That which you assert you must be able to prove. It is the will of the god that I assist you, but I will not do your work for you.’

I shook my head. Of what use was the Sibyl if she refused to utter a simple name? Could it be that she did not know? I cringed at playing host to such impious thoughts, but at the same time it seemed that a veil was being slowly lifted from my eyes and the Sibyl once more began to look suspiciously like Iaia.

Eco touched my sleeve, demanding my attention. With one hand he held up two fingers, and with the other hand turned two fingers down, his sign for a man: two men. He wrapped one hand around the wrist of the other, symbolizing a shackle, his sign for a slave: two slaves.

I turned back to the Sibyl. ‘The two missing slaves, Zeno and Alexandros – are they living or dead? Where can I find them?’

The Sibyl nodded in stern approval. ‘You ask wisely. I will tell you that one of them is hidden, and the other is in plain sight.’

‘Yes?’

‘I will tell you that after they fled from Baiae, this was their first destination.’

‘Here? They came to your cave?’

‘They came to seek the guidance of the Sibyl. They came to me as innocent men, not guilty ones.’

‘Where can I find them now?’

‘The one who is hidden you may find in time. As for the one in plain sight, you will find him on your way back to Baiae.’

‘In the woods?’

‘Not in the woods.’

‘Then where?’

‘There is a stone shelf that overlooks Lake Avernus . . .’

‘Olympias showed us the place.’

‘On the left side of the precipice there is a narrow path that leads down to the lake. Cover your mouth and nose with your sleeve and descend to the very mouth of the pit. He will await you there.’

‘What, the shade of a dead man escaping from Tartarus?’

‘You will know him when you see him. He will greet you with open eyes.’

It would be a clever place to hide, granted, but what sort of man could pitch his camp on the very shores of Avernus, amid the sulphur and steam and the reeking phantoms of the dead? The stone shelf was as near as I had cared to venture to the place; to descend to its edge sent a shiver through me. I could tell from the way he clutched my arm that Eco disliked the idea as much as I did.

‘The boy,’ said the Sibyl crisply, ‘why does he not speak for himself?’

‘He is unable to speak.’

‘You lie!’

‘No, he cannot speak.’

‘Was he born dumb?’

‘No. When he was very small he was stricken by a fever. The same fever killed his father; from that day Eco never spoke again. So his mother told me before she abandoned him.’

‘He could speak now if he tried.’

How could she say such a thing? I began to object, but she interrupted.

‘Let him try. Say your name, boy!’

Eco looked at her fearfully, and then with an odd glimmer of hope in his eyes. It was another strange moment in a day of strange moments, and I almost believed that the impossible would come to pass there in the Sibyl’s cave. Eco must have believed as well. He opened his mouth. His throat quivered and his cheeks grew taut.

‘Say your name!’ the Sibyl demanded.

Eco strained. His face darkened. His lips trembled.

‘Say it!’

Eco tried. But the sound that came from his throat was not human speech. It was a stifled, distorted noise, ugly and grating. I closed my eyes in shame for him, then felt him against my breast, shivering and weeping. I held him tightly, and wondered why the Sibyl should demand such a cruel price – an innocent boy’s humiliation – in return for so little. I drew a deep breath and filled my lungs with the scent of decaying flowers. I summoned my courage and opened my eyes, determined to reprimand her, vessel of the god or not, but the Sibyl was nowhere to be seen.
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We left the Sibyl’s cave. The cavern of echoes and voices no longer seemed quite so mysterious – a curious enclosure, to be sure, but not the awe-inspiring place it had been when we entered. The way back to the temple was strenuous and rocky, but it hardly required that we crawl; nor was it as long on the way back as it had been on the way to the Sibyl’s cave. The whole world seemed to have awakened from a strange dream. Even the fitful fog had receded, and the hillside was bright with afternoon sunshine.

The fire had died in the brazier. The blackened entrails still sputtered and popped occasionally on the hot stone, startling the swarm of flies that circled overhead. The sight was unpleasant, but the smell of charred flesh reminded me again that we had not eaten in hours. In a small recess behind the temple, the boy Damon had strung up and skinned the carcass of the lamb and was carving it with surprising expertise.

We scrambled down the ravine and untethered our horses. Bright sunshine reflected off the maze of rocks, making it as baffling a place as before, if not quite so menacing. We made our way towards the coast. At the crest of a small rise, a glittering expanse opened before us, not the circumscribed sweep of the Cup, but the true sea, an unobstructed body of water extending all the way to Sardinia and beyond to the Pillars of Hercules in the west. The ancient village of Cumae was at our feet.

We rode in silence. On our journeys I usually kept up a running conversation, even if Eco could not answer with his own voice. Now I could think of nothing to say. The silence between us was heavy with an unspoken melancholy.

A wagon driver pointed us to the house of Iaia, which stood perched on a cliff at the far end of the village, overlooking the sea. It was not impressive as villas go, but it was probably the largest house in the village, with modest wings extending to the north and south and what appeared to be another storey stepping down towards the sea on the west. The wash of colours that decorated the facade was subtly original, a blending of saffron and ochre together with highlights of blue and green. The house at once stood out boldly against the backdrop of the sea, and yet seemed an essential part of the view. The hand and eye of Iaia turned everything to art.

The door slave informed us that Olympias had gone out but would return, and had left word that our needs should be attended to. He led us to a small terrace with a view of the sea, and brought food and drink. Presented with a bowl of steaming porridge, Eco began to seem more himself. He ate with relish, and I was heartened to see him shake off his sadness. After eating we rested, reclining on couches on the terrace and gazing at the sea, but I soon grew restless and began to question the slaves about Olympias’s whereabouts. If they knew where she was, they would not tell. I left Eco dozing on his couch and wandered through the house.

Iaia had collected many beautiful things in the course of her career – finely crafted tables and chairs, small sculptures so delicately moulded and painted they seemed almost to breathe, precious objects made of glass, ivory figurines, and the paintings of other artists as well as her own. These things were displayed about the house with a great sense of harmony and an unfailing eye for beauty. No wonder she had been so disparaging of Lucius Licinius’s taste in paintings and statues.

It was my nose that led me to the room where Iaia and Olympias created their pigments. I followed a strange medley of odours down a hallway until I came to a chamber cluttered with pots, braziers, mortars and pestles. Stacked all about the room were dozens of clay jars, some large, some small, all labelled in the same hand that had signed the portrait of Gelina. I opened the lids and examined the various dried plants and powdered minerals. Some of them I recognized – brown-red sinopis made from rusted Sinopean iron; Spanish cinnabar the colour of blood; dark purple sand from Puteoli; blue indigo made from a powder scraped off Egyptian reeds.

Other jars seemed to contain not pigments but medicinal herbs – black and white hellebore ground to a powder, poisonous but having many uses; the holosteon or ‘all-bone’ plant (perversely named by the Greeks because it is entirely soft, just as they call gall ‘sweet’) with its slender, hairlike roots, good for closing wounds and healing sprains; white lathyris seeds, good for curing dropsy and drawing away bile. I was just replacing the lid on a tiny jar full of aconitum, also called panther’s-death, when someone cleared his throat behind me. The door slave watched me disapprovingly from the hallway.

‘You should be careful before you stick your nose in the jars,’ he said. ‘Some of the things inside can be very poisonous.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘like this stuff. Aconitum – they say it sprang from the mouth foam of Cerberus when Hercules pulled him up from the Underworld. That’s why it grows near openings to the Underworld, like the Jaws of Hades. Good for killing panthers, I’m told . . . or people. I wonder why your mistress keeps it.’

‘Scorpion stings,’ the slave answered curtly. ‘You mix it with wine to make a poultice.’

‘Ah, your mistress must be very wise about such things.’

The slave crossed his arms and stared at me like a basilisk. I slowly replaced the jar on the shelf and left the room.

I decided to take a walk along the cliffs beyond the village. The afternoon sun was warm, the sky was crystal. A progression of clouds scudded along the blue horizon, and overhead gulls circled and shrieked. The fog that had blanketed the coast an hour before had vanished. The Sibyl of Cumae began to seem unreal, like the vapours that rose from Lake Avernus, as if all that had happened since we left Baiae that morning were a waking dream. I breathed deeply of the sea air and was suddenly weary of the villa in Baiae and its mysteries. I longed to be in Rome again, walking through the crowded streets of the Subura, watching the gangs of boys who play trigon in the squares. I longed for the secluded quiet of my own garden, the comfort of my own bed, and the smell of Bethesda’s cooking.

Then I saw Olympias climbing up a narrow trail from the beach. In one hand she carried a small basket. She was still quite distant, but I could see that she was smiling – not the ambiguous smile that she wore in Gelina’s villa, but a true smile, radiant and content. I also saw that the hem of her short riding stola was dark, as if she had been wading in water up to her knees.

I looked beyond her and tried to imagine where she had come from. The trail she was taking vanished from sight among a tumble of rocks, and I could see no beach at all at the water’s edge. If she wanted to gather shells or sea creatures, there must surely be better and safer places in the vicinity of Cumae.

As she drew nearer I hid behind a stone. I circled behind it, trying to find a way to watch her without being seen, and noticed a movement from the corner of my eye. A hundred paces away I saw what might have been my mirror image, had I been wearing a dark hooded cloak and worn a long pointed beard. The philosopher Dionysius stood just as I did, poised behind a rock on the edge of the cliff, furtively watching Olympias climb up the hillside.

He did not see me. I moved slowly around the stone, concealing myself from Olympias and Dionysius both, and then scurried away from the cliff until I was out of sight. I hurried back to Iaia’s house and rejoined Eco on the terrace.

Olympias arrived a few moments later. The door slave spoke to her in a hushed tone. Olympias stepped into another room. When she reappeared some moments later, she had changed into a dry stola and no longer carried her basket.

‘Was your visit to the Sibyl fruitful?’ she asked, smiling pleasantly.

Eco frowned and averted his eyes. ‘Perhaps,’ I said. ‘We’ll find out on the way back to Baiae.’

Olympias looked puzzled, but nothing could dampen her buoyant mood. She walked about the terrace, caressing the flowers that bloomed in their pots. ‘Shall we go back soon?’ she asked.

‘I think so. Eco and I still have work to do, and Gelina’s house will no doubt be in much confusion, such as always occurs on the day before a great funeral.’

‘Ah, yes, the funeral,’ Olympias whispered gravely. She nodded thoughtfully, and the smile almost faded from her lovely lips as she bowed her head to smell the flowers.

‘The sea air agrees with you,’ I said. She looked more beautiful than ever, with her eyes shining brightly and her golden hair swept back by the wind. ‘Did you take a walk along the beach?’

‘A short walk, yes,’ she said, averting her eyes.

‘When you came in the door a moment ago, I thought I saw you carrying a basket. Gathering sea urchins?’

‘No.’

‘Shells?’

She looked uneasy. ‘Actually, I didn’t go to the beach.’ The sparkle in her eyes became opaque. ‘I walked along the ridge instead. I gathered some pretty stones, if you must know. Iaia uses them to decorate the garden.’

‘I see.’

We left shortly thereafter. As we walked through the foyer towards the door, I saw that Olympias had not bothered to conceal her basket when she entered but had left it in plain sight in the corner opposite the door slave’s stool. While Olympias stepped through the door into the sunlight, I lingered behind. I stepped towards the basket and lifted the cover with my foot. There were no stones within. Except for a small knife and a few crusts of bread, the basket was empty.

The passage through the stone maze and across the bald, windy hills seemed quite different in the bright sunshine, but when we began to enter the woods around Lake Avernus I sensed the same atmosphere of uncanny seclusion that I had felt before. I looked back occasionally, but if Dionysius followed he kept himself out of sight.

It was not until we came to the precipice that I told Olympias I wanted to stop. ‘But I showed you the view already,’ she protested. ‘You can’t want to see it again. Think what a beautiful day it must be down in Baiae.’

‘But I do want to see it,’ I insisted. While Eco found a place to tether the horses, I located the beginning of the path on the left side of the slab, just as the Sibyl had described. The opening was obscured by overgrown brush and old branches, and the path itself was faint and disused. There was no sign of fresh footsteps in the fog-dampened earth, not even the mark of a deer. I pushed through the brush with Eco behind me. Olympias protested but followed.

The path descended in sharp switchbacks over barren, rocky ground. The odour of sulphur grew ever stronger, borne on a wave of hot, rising air, until we were compelled to cover our faces with our sleeves. At last we found ourselves on a wide, shallow beach of yellow mud. The lake was not a uniform liquid surface, as it appeared from above, but a series of interconnected pools of sulphur overhung by clouds of vapour and separated by bridges of rock that might have been used to traverse to the other side, if a man cared to take the risk and could survive the heat and the smell. The stench of the bubbling pits was almost overpowering, but I thought I detected an even more unwelcome odour borne on the reek.

I looked up. We stood almost directly below the shelf of rock from which we had descended. In the face of the cliff I could see no cave or any other sign of shelter. I shook my head, more dubious than ever of the Sibyl’s word.

‘How can anyone possibly meet us here?’ I grumbled to Eco. ‘I’d sooner expect to see the Minotaur come strolling up this beach than one of Gelina’s escaped slaves.’ Eco gazed up and down the beach, as far as the obscuring mists allowed. Then he raised his eyebrows and pointed at something at the water’s edge only a few feet away.

I had seen the thing already and had taken no notice of it, thinking it was only a piece of driftwood or some natural detritus thrown up by the lake. Now I looked at it more closely, and realized with a shock what it must be.

Eco and I stepped cautiously towards it, with Olympias following. At one time most of the thing had been submerged in the pit, where the greater part of it had been eaten away by the boiling, caustic sludge. The remains were drained of colour, spattered with mud, and rapidly beginning to decay. We looked at what was left of a human head attached to shoulders still covered by bits of discoloured cloth. The face was turned downward into the mud. On the back of the corpse’s head a ring of grey hair swirled around a bald spot. Eco stepped back in fright and stared into the lake beyond, as if he thought the thing had emerged from the pit rather than fallen into it.

I found a stick and prodded at the shoulders to turn the thing over, at the same time keeping my nose covered. It was not easy; the flesh of the face seemed to have become melted somehow into the mud. When at last I succeeded, the sight was hard to bear, but enough of the features remained for Olympias to recognize him. She drew in a shuddering breath and wailed into her sleeve: ‘Zeno!’

Before I could think of what to do with the thing, Olympias decided for me. With a piercing shriek she stooped, picked up the head by its remaining hair and cast it into the lake. It flew through the mists, causing them to furl and flutter in its wake, and landed not with a splash but with a slap. For an eerie moment time stopped and the head remained afloat on the bubbling cauldron. A hissing vent of steam opened beneath it. Through the vapour I thought I saw the eyes of the thing open and peer back at us, like a drowning man looking desperately to those on shore. Then it sank beneath the mud and vanished altogether.

‘Now the Jaws of Hades claims him for good,’ I whispered to no one, for Olympias was running headlong back to the path, tripping and weeping, and Eco was on his knees, vomiting on the beach.
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‘Will this day never end?’ I peered at the ceiling above my bed and rubbed my face with both hands. ‘My backside will ache tomorrow from all this riding. Up hill and down, through the woods and across the wastes.’ I babbled, the way that weary men do when given a chance to rest in the course of a long day and they find themselves too overwrought to relax. It might have helped if I closed my eyes, but whenever I did I saw the horribly decayed face of Zeno staring at me from a gaping mouth of flame.

‘Eco, could you pour me a cup of water from that ewer on the windowsill? Water!’ I slapped my forehead. ‘We still have to find someone who can dive down into the shallows around the boathouse to see what was dropped from the pier last night.’ I sat up to accept the cup from Eco, and peered past his shoulder through the window. The sun was still up, but not for long. By the time I found Meto, assuming he was fit for the task, and trundled down to the water’s edge, the shadows would be growing longer and the evening chill would have begun to settle. We needed bright sunlight piercing the water if we were to find something amid the rocks on the bottom. The task would have to wait.

I groaned and rubbed my eyes – then quickly snatched my hands away when the face of Zeno loomed up before me.

‘Not enough time, Eco, not enough time. What’s the point of all this scurrying about when we can never hope to get to the bottom of things before Crassus has his way? If only Olympias hadn’t cast the head into the lake and then raced back to the villa alone, we would at least have had something to show Crassus – proof that we had found one of the slaves. But what would that have served? Crassus would see it as just another proof of Zeno’s guilt – what better way for the gods to show their fury at a murderous slave than for Pluto himself to swallow the miscreant feet first?

‘For all our work, all we have are questions, Eco. Who attacked me on the pier last night? What was Olympias up to today, and why was Dionysius following her? And what part does Iaia play in all this? She seems to have some agenda of her own, but towards what end, and why does she play her part behind a veil of secrecy and magic?’

I stretched my arms and legs and suddenly felt as heavy as lead. Eco dropped onto his bed, his face turned toward the wall. ‘We shouldn’t lie here any longer,’ I murmured. ‘We have so little time. I still haven’t spoken to Sergius Orata, the businessman. Or Dionysius, for that matter. If I could catch the philosopher off his guard . . .’

I closed my eyes – for just an instant, I thought. Around me it seemed that the room itself sighed wearily. Perched atop the villa with an east-facing terrace, it captured the heat of the morning and stored it all through the day, but now the walls began to give up their warmth. A coolness seeped in from the window and pervaded the air. The back of my body, pressed into the bed, felt deliciously warm, while my hands and feet were slightly chilled. I could have used a light blanket, but I was too tired to bother. I lay on the bed, exhausted, alert to every sensation and yet beginning to doze.

The dream began in the bed on which I lay, except that I seemed to be at my house in Rome, for I lay on my side with Bethesda pressed against me, face to face. With my eyes closed I ran my hands over her warm thighs and up her belly, amazed that her flesh was still as firm and supple as when I first bought her in Alexandria. She purred catlike at my touch; her body writhed against mine and I felt myself grow achingly stiff between the legs. I moved to enter her, but she stiffened and pushed me away.

I opened my eyes and saw not Bethesda but Olympias looking back at me with aloof disdain. ‘What do you think I am,’ she whispered haughtily, ‘a slave, that you could ever use me so?’ She pushed herself up from the bed and stood naked, bathed in the soft glowing light from the terrace. Her hair was a golden aureole about her face; the full, sleek curves and the subtle hollows of her body formed a beauty that was almost unbearable to look at. I reached for her and she started back. I thought she mocked me, but suddenly she covered her face with her hands and ran weeping from the room, slamming the door behind her.

I rose from the bed and followed. I opened the door with a sudden foreboding, and felt a breath of hot air on my face. The door opened not into a hallway, but onto the shelf of rock above Lake Avernus. I could not tell whether it was day or night; everything was lit with a harsh, blood-red glow. On the edge of the rock a man sat in a low chair, draped in a crimson military cape. He leaned forward, his chin on his hand and his elbow on his knee, as if he watched the progress of a battle far below. I looked over his shoulder and saw that the whole of the lake was a vast pool of belching flames, filled from shore to shore with the writhing bodies of men, women, and children trapped waist-deep in the burning mud. Their mouths were wrenched open in agony, but the distance muffled their screaming so that it was like the roar of the sea or the sound of a crowd in an amphitheatre. They were too far away for their faces to be distinct, and yet among them I recognized the slave boy Meto and the young Apollonius.

Crassus looked over his shoulder. ‘Roman justice,’ he said with grim satisfaction, ‘and there is nothing you can do about it.’ He looked at me oddly, and I realized I was naked. I turned about to return to my room, but I could not find the door. In confusion I stepped too close to the edge. Part of the rock began to crumble and give way. Crassus seemed not to notice as I fell backward, desperately trying to scramble onto the rock even as it fell with me, plummeting into the empty void—

I woke in a cold sweat to see the boy Meto standing over me with a look of grave concern on his face. From across the room I heard the gentle sawing of Eco’s snore. I blinked and wiped my hand across my forehead, surprised to find it beaded with sweat. The sky beyond the terrace was dark blue, alive with the first stars of evening. The room was lit by a lamp which Meto carried in his small hand. ‘They’re waiting for you,’ he finally said, raising his eyebrows uncertainly.

‘Who? For what?’ I blinked in confusion and watched the lamplight flicker across the ceiling.

‘Everyone is there but you,’ he said.

‘Where?’

‘In the dining room. They’re waiting for you to begin the dinner. Though why they’re in such a hurry I don’t know,’ he went on, as I shook my head to clear it and struggled to rise from the bed.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because it’s a dinner hardly fit for slaves!’

 

A great gloom seemed to have settled over the dining room. Partly it came from the gravity of the occasion, for this was the last meal before the funeral; throughout the night and all the next day, until the funeral feast that would follow Lucius Licinius’s cremation and interment, everyone in the household would fast. Tradition prescribed a meal of rigorous simplicity: common bread and bowls of plain lentils, watered wine and a grain porridge. As an innovation, Gelina’s cook had included a few delicacies, all black in colour: black roe served on crusts of black bread, pickled eggs stained black, black olives, and fish poached in octopus ink. It was not a repast to spark clever conversation, even from Metrobius. Across the room Sergius Orata surveyed the prospect with a glum eye and filled himself up with pickled eggs, popping them whole into his mouth.

The gloominess had another source, which emanated from the couch beside Gelina. Tonight Marcus Crassus was in attendance, and his presence seemed to swallow up all spontaneity. His lieutenants Mummius and Fabius, reclining next to each other at his right hand, seemed unable to shake their taciturn military bearing, while, from their shifty glances and grim faces, it was evident that neither Metrobius nor Iaia felt at ease in the great man’s presence. Olympias was understandably distracted; considering the shock she had received at Lake Avernus, I was surprised to see her in attendance. She dabbed at her food, bit her lips, and kept her eyes lowered. She wore a haunted expression that only enhanced her beauty by the muted glow of the lamps. Eco, I noticed, could not take his eyes from her.

Gelina was in a state of fretful agitation. She could not be still and was constantly waving at the slaves and then, when they scurried to her side, could not remember why she called them. Her expression shifted from haggard despair to a timorous smile for no apparent reason, and far from averting her eyes she looked from face to face around the room, fixing each of us with an intense, inscrutable gaze that was unnerving. Even Metrobius could not cope with her; he occasionally took her hand to squeeze it reassuringly, but avoided looking at her. His wit seemed to have run dry.

Crassus himself was preoccupied and aloof. Most of his conversation was reserved for Mummius and Fabius, with whom he exchanged curt observations on the state of his troops and the progress made towards completing the wooden amphitheatre by Lake Lucrinus. Otherwise he might have been dining alone for all the attention he paid to his guests. He ate heartily but was pensive and withdrawn.

Only the philosopher Dionysius appeared to be in good spirits. His cheeks had a ruddy glow and his eyes sparkled. The ride to Cumae and back had invigorated him, I thought, or else he was very pleased with whatever result he had obtained by spying on Olympias that afternoon. It suddenly occurred to me that perhaps he was as stricken by her beauty as everyone else, and his purpose for following her was simply prurient. I remembered seeing him on the cliff, furtively watching Olympias from the hidden folds of his cloak, and with a shudder I imagined him secretly fondling himself. If the smile on his face that night was the afterglow of satisfying his peculiar sexual appetite, then the gods were granting me a far more intimate look into the man’s soul than I cared to see.

Yet, for a man obsessed, Dionysius seemed quite capable of ignoring Olympias and her distress, even though she reclined at his right hand. Instead he focused his attentions on Crassus. As on the night before, it was Dionysius who finally picked up the reins of desultory conversation and sought to entertain us, or at least to impress us, with his erudition.

‘Last night we talked a little about the history of slave revolts, Marcus Crassus. I was sorry you were not here. Perhaps some of my research would have been new to you.’

Crassus took his time to finish chewing a crust of bread before replying. ‘I seriously doubt it, Dionysius. I’ve been doing my own research into the subject during the last few months, chiefly into the mistakes made by unsuccessful Roman commanders when confronting such large but undisciplined forces.’

‘Ah.’ Dionysius nodded. ‘The wise man takes an interest not only in his enemy, but in, shall we say, the heritage of his enemy, and the historical powers at his enemy’s disposal, no matter how seamy or disreputable.’

‘What on earth are you talking about?’ said Crassus, hardly looking up.

‘I mean that Spartacus did not exactly arise from nowhere. I have a theory that among these slaves there are whispered legends about the slave revolts of the past, stories built about the likes of the doomed slave-wizard Eunus and embellished with all sorts of mock-heroic details and wishful thinking.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Faustus Fabius, pushing back a lock of unruly red hair. ‘Slaves do not have legends, or heroes, any more than they have wives or mothers or children they can call their own. Slaves have duties and masters. That is the way of the world as the gods have designed it.’ There was a general murmur of agreement around the room.

‘But the way of the world can be disrupted,’ said Dionysius, ‘as we have seen all too clearly for the last two years, with Spartacus and his rabble cavorting up and down the length of Italy, wreaking havoc and inciting more and more slaves to join them. Such men thumb their noses at the natural order of things.’

‘And so the time has come for a strong Roman to reassert that order!’ boomed Mummius.

‘But surely it would be helpful,’ Dionysius pressed on, ‘to understand the motivations and the aspirations of these rebellious slaves, all the more surely to defeat them.’

Fabius curled his Up derisively and bit into an olive. ‘Their motivation is to escape the life of service and labour that Fortune has allotted them. Their aspiration is to be free men, though for that they lack the requisite moral character, especially those who were born slaves.’

‘And those who were reduced to slavery, because they were captured in war or made destitute?’ The question came from Olympias, who blushed as she asked it.

‘Can a man degraded to slavery ever become wholly a man again, even if his master should see fit to free him?’ Fabius cocked his head. ‘Once Fortune has turned a man into property, it is impossible for him ever to recover his dignity. He may redeem the body, but not the spirit.’

‘And yet, by law—’ Olympias began.

‘The laws vary.’ Fabius tossed an olive pit onto the little table before him. It bounced off the silver tray and onto the floor, where a slave hurried to retrieve it. ‘Yes, a slave may purchase his freedom, but only if his master allows him to do so. The very act of allowing a slave to accumulate his own price in silver is a legal fiction, since a slave can truly own nothing – anything he may possess belongs to his master. Even after emancipation, a freedman can be reduced to slavery again if he shows impertinence to his former master. He is politically restricted, socially retarded, and barred by good taste from marriage into any respectable family. A freedman may be a citizen, but he is never truly a man.’

Gelina glanced over her shoulder at the slave who had retrieved the olive pit, and who now was retreating with a tray towards the kitchens. ‘Do you think it’s wise to carry on such discussions, considering . . .’

Crassus snorted and leaned back on his couch. ‘Really, Gelina, if a Roman cannot discuss the nature of property in the presence of property, then we have come to a sad pass. Everything Fabius says is true. As for Dionysius and his notion about some sort of vague continuity between slave revolts, the idea is absurd. Slaves have no link with the past; how can they, when they don’t even know the names of their ancestors? They’re like mushrooms; they spring from the earth in vast numbers at the whim of the gods. What is their purpose? To serve as the tools of men greater than themselves, so that those men can realize their greater ambitions. Slaves are the human implements given to us by that divine will which inspires great men and enriches a great republic like our own. They have no past, and the past does not concern them. Nor do slaves have a sense of the future; otherwise Spartacus and his ilk would know that they are doomed to a fate far worse than the one they thought they were escaping when they turned on their masters.’

‘Hear, hear!’ said Mummius tipsily, banging his cup on the table. Metrobius shot him a withering glance and started to speak, then thought better of it.

‘The common slave who labours in the fields lives from day to day,’ Crassus continued, ‘conscious of very little beyond his immediate needs and the necessity of satisfying his master. Contentment, or at least resignation, is the natural condition of slavery; for such men to rise up and kill their betters is in fact unnatural, or else it would happen all the time and slavery could not exist, which means that civilization could not exist. The revolt of Spartacus, like that of the wizard Eunus and a handful of others, is an aberration, a perversion, a rent in the fabric of the cosmos woven by the Fates.’

Dionysius leaned forward, gazing at Crassus with cloying admiration. ‘You are truly the man of the hour, Marcus Crassus. Not only a statesman and a general, but a philosopher as well. There are those who would say, however perversely, that Spartacus is the man of the hour, that he dictates the agenda of our hopes and fears, but I think that Rome will soon forget about him in the splendour of your victory. Law and order will be restored and all will be as if Spartacus never existed.’

‘Hear, hear!’ said Mummius.

Dionysius leaned back and smiled coyly. ‘I wonder where the wretch Spartacus is at this very moment?’

‘Holed up near Thurii,’ said Mummius.

‘Yes, but what is he doing even as we speak? Does he gorge himself on stolen victuals, gloating to his men about stolen victories? Or has he retired to bed already – after all, what kind of conversation can uneducated slaves enjoy to keep them up past dark? I imagine him lying awake in the darkness, restless and far from sleep, vaguely troubled by an intuition of what Fortune and Marcus Crassus have in store for him. Does he lie within a tent that reeks of his own foul smell? Or upon hard stones beneath a starry sky – no, surely not, for then he would be naked to the sight of the gods who despise him. I think such a man must sleep in a cave, burrowed into the dank earth like the wild beast he is.’

Mummius laughed curtly. ‘There’s nothing so awful about sleeping in caves. Not from the stories I’ve heard about a certain great man in his younger days.’ He cast a shrewd eye at Crassus, who grudgingly smiled.

Dionysius pursed his lips to suppress his own smile of triumph at this turn in the conversation, which he had obviously intended and in which Mummius was his unwitting accomplice. He leaned back and nodded. ‘Ah, yes, how could I have forgotten such a charming tale? It was in the bad old days before Sulla, when the tyrants Cinna and Marius, enemies of all the Licinii, spread terror through the Republic. They drove Crassus’s father to suicide and killed his brother, and young Marcus – you must have been no more than twenty-five? – was forced to flee to Spain for his life.’

‘Really, Dionysius, I think that everyone here has heard the story too many times already.’ Crassus tried to sound bored and disapproving, but the smile at the corners of his lips betrayed him. It seemed to me that he was as aware as I that Dionysius had contrived to bring up the subject to make his own as yet unspoken point, but the memory of the story clearly pleased Crassus too much for him to resist having it told again.

Dionysius pressed on. ‘Surely not everyone has heard the tale – Gordianus for one, and his son Eco. The tale of the cave,’ he explained, looking at me.

‘It sounds vaguely familiar,’ I admitted. ‘Some bit of gossip overheard in the Forum, perhaps.’

‘And Iaia and her young protégée – surely the story of Crassus in the sea cave would be new to them.’ Dionysius turned toward the women with a look that was strangely like a leer. Their reaction was equally strange. Olympias blushed a deeper red while Iaia blanched and drew herself up stiffly. ‘I know the story quite well,’ she protested.

‘Well, then, for Gordianus’s sake it should be told. When the young Crassus arrived in Spain, a fugitive from the depredations of Marius and Cinna, he might have expected to be warmly greeted. His family had old connections; his father had served as praetor in Spain, and Marcus had spent time there as a youth. Instead he found the Roman colonists and their subjects overawed by their fear of Marius; no one would speak to him, much less help him, and indeed there was considerable danger that someone would betray him and deliver his head to the partisans of Marius. So he fled the town, but not alone – you had arrived with some companions, had you not?’

‘Three friends and ten slaves,’ said Crassus.

‘Yes, so he fled the town with his three friends and ten slaves and journeyed down the coast, until he came to the property of an old acquaintance of his father’s. The name eludes me . . .’

‘Vibius Paciacus,’ said Crassus, with a wistful smile.

‘Ah, yes, Vibius. Now there happened to be a large cave on the property, right on the seashore, which Crassus remembered from his boyhood. He decided to hide there with his company for a while, without telling Vibius, seeing no reason to endanger his old friend. But eventually their provisions ran out, so Crassus sent a slave to Vibius to sound him out. The old man was delighted to learn that Crassus had escaped and was safe. He inquired after the size of the company and, though he did not go himself, he ordered his bailiff to have food prepared each day and to deliver it to a secluded spot on the cliffs. Vibius threatened the bailiff with death if he poked his nose any further into the business or started spreading rumours, and promised him freedom if he carried out his orders faithfully. In time the man also brought books, leather balls for playing trigon, and other diversions, never seeing the fugitives or where they were hidden. The cave itself—’

‘Oh, that cave!’ interrupted Crassus. ‘I had played there as a boy, when it seemed as mysterious and haunting as the cave of the Sibyl. It’s very near the sea, but safely high above the beach, surrounded by steep cliffs. The path that leads down to its mouth is steep and narrow, hard to find; inside, it opens to an amazing height, with chambers off to each side. A clear spring emerges from the base of the cliffs, so there’s plenty of water. Fissures pierce the rock, so there’s plenty of daylight but also protection from wind and rain. Not at all a damp or dank place, thanks to the thickness of the stone walls; the air was quite dry and pure. I felt like a child again, free from all the cares of the world, safely hidden. The months before had been a terrifying ordeal, with the death of my father and my brother, and the panic in Rome. There were melancholy days in the cave, but there was also a feeling that time had stopped, that for the moment nothing was wanted of me, neither grief nor revenge nor struggling for a place in the world. I think my friends grew quite bored and restive, and there was hardly enough for the slaves to do, but for me it was a time of rest and seclusion, sorely needed.’

‘And eventually, so the tale goes, every need was met,’ said Dionysius.

‘Alethea and Diona,’ said Crassus, smiling at the memory, ‘One morning the slave who had been sent to fetch our daily provisions came running back, flustered and tongue-tied, saying that two goddesses, one blonde and one brunette, had emerged from the sea and were strolling towards us down the beach. I crept down the path and had a look at them from behind some rocks. If they had emerged from the sea, they were curiously dry from head to toe, and if they were goddesses, it was a strange thing that they should be dressed in common gowns much less beautiful than they were themselves.

‘I let them see me and they came forward without hesitation. The blonde stepped forward and announced that she was Alethea, a slave, and asked if I was her master. I realized then that Vibius had sent them, knowing that I had not been with a woman since leaving Rome and wanting to be the best host he could to a young man of twenty-five. Alethea and Diona made the rest of those eight months far more pleasurable.’

‘How did your sojourn end?’ I asked.

‘Word came that Cinna had been killed and Marius was vulnerable at last. I gathered up all the supporters I could find and went to join Sulla.’

‘And the slave girls?’ asked Fabius.

Crassus smiled. ‘Some years later I bought them from Vibius. Their beauty had not yet faded, nor had my youth. We had a most amusing reunion. I found a place for them at my house in Rome, and they have served me there ever since. I have made sure they are well provided for.’

‘A charming episode in such a turbulent and fascinating life!’ said Dionysius, clapping his hands together. ‘How that story has always fascinated me, especially in recent days. There is something so lovely and elusive about its incongruous elements – the idea of a cave on the sea used for a hiding place, the image of a beautiful girl bringing sustenance to the fugitive, the beguiling improbability of it all. It’s almost too much like a fable to have actually happened. Do you imagine that such a thing could ever take place again? That such a strange circumstance could be twisted a bit askew and occur in another place, another time?’

Dionysius was quite full of himself, purring like a cat in the delight of his own rhetoric, but I found myself looking instead at Olympias, who was visibly trembling, and at Iaia, who reached for her protégée’s hand and squeezed it, not too gently to judge by the way the girl’s flesh turned white in her grip.

‘Are you posing some sort of conundrum?’ asked Crassus, growing bored again.

‘Perhaps,’ said Dionysius. ‘Or perhaps not. There are many peculiar things afoot in the world today, the alarming sorts of things that happen when the will of the gods is distorted and the line between slave and free becomes blurred. Amid such chaos, unnatural alliances are forged and wicked betrayals flourish. Thus we come to have a man like Gordianus in our midst. Is he not here to uncover truth and melt away our distrust? Tell me, Gordianus, would you object if I decided to pose as your rival in this quest for knowledge? The philosopher versus the Finder? What would you say to that, Crassus?’

Crassus looked at him darkly, trying, as I was, to fathom his purpose. ‘If you mean that you can solve the mystery surrounding the murder of my cousin Lucius—’

‘That is exactly what I mean. Along with Gordianus, parallel with him, you might say, I have been conducting my own investigation, though along somewhat different lines of inquiry. I have nothing to reveal at this moment, but I think that very soon I shall be able to answer all the questions that have arisen from this tragic event. I consider it my duty as a philosopher, and as your friend, Marcus Crassus.’ He set his jaw in a rigid, mirthless smile and looked from face to face around the room. ‘Ah, but the meal must now be over, for my concoction has arrived.’

Dionysius took the cup from the slave who stood silently waiting beside his couch. He sipped at the green froth. Beside him Olympias and Iaia squirmed as if their couches had been stuffed with tiny nettles. They were trying very hard, I thought, to conceal the quiet panic that had slowly crept over them, and they were failing miserably.
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‘Not another bite until tomorrow evening. Imagine that!’ Sergius Orata stood alone on the terrace outside the dining room. He looked over his shoulder at my arrival, then gazed wistfully toward the lights of Puteoli, as if he could smell the aroma of a late dinner being served across the bay. ‘Fasting is bad enough, but to do it after such a dreary meal. My stomach will be growling all through the funeral orations. Lucius Licinius wouldn’t have wanted it that way. With Lucius here, every night was a feast.’

Around us the treetops soughed in the breeze. Within the house the slaves were quietly gathering up the remains of the evening’s repast with a muffled clatter of knives and spoons. Fitting the solemnity of the occasion, there had been no entertainment following the meal. As soon as Marcus Crassus had risen and excused himself, the other guests had dispersed like anxious children dismissed by their tutor. Eco, hardly able to keep his eyes open, had gone straight to bed. Only Orata and I remained. I imagined that he lingered close by the ghost of the dinner as a frustrated lover might linger about his beloved’s empty bed, brooding over the smell and the memory of what he craved but could not have.

‘Was Lucius Licinius so extravagant?’ I asked.

‘Extravagant? Lucius?’ Orata shrugged his round shoulders. ‘Not by Baian standards. By Roman standards I suppose he might be the sort against whom the Senate is always threatening to pass some punitive sumptuary law. Let us say he spent his money with relish.’

‘Or spent Crassus’s money?’

Orata wrinkled his brow. ‘Strictly speaking. And yet . . .’

I stood beside him and leaned against the stone railing. After the first chill of evening the air seemed to have calmed and grown slightly warmer, as sometimes happens on the Cup. I studied the line of lights, as tiny as stars, that ringed the coastline. Areas of darkness alternated with clusters of muted fire, where the towns sparkled like jewels in the crystalline air.

‘You were here the night Lucius was murdered, weren’t you?’ I said quietly. ‘It must have been a considerable shock to awaken the next morning and find—’

‘A shock, indeed. And when I learned of the name scrawled at his feet, and the fact that his slaves were responsible – imagine, they might have murdered us all in our sleep! Such a thing actually happened only a few weeks ago down in Lucania, when Spartacus was fighting his way to Thurii. A wealthy family was massacred in the night, along with all their house guests. The women were raped; the children were made to watch their fathers beheaded. It makes the blood run cold.’

I nodded. ‘Your visit here – it was strictly for pleasure?’

Orata smiled faintly. ‘I seldom do anything strictly for pleasure. Even eating serves a vital purpose, does it not? I do a great deal of visiting around the Cup at all seasons of the year; I enjoy it immensely. But there’s always time for business. To be utterly idle and to pursue pleasure for its own end is decadent. I must always be striving towards some object; I was born in Puteoli, but I think I follow the Roman virtues.’

‘Then you had business with Lucius Licinius?’

‘There were plans afoot.’

‘You had already rebuilt his baths – a stunning piece of work.’ He smiled at the compliment. ‘What more was there to do? Build a fish pond?’

‘To start with.’

‘I was joking.’

‘Do not joke about fish ponds here in Baiae. Here, great men weep tears of grief when their mullets die, and tears of joy when they spawn.’

‘In Rome they say that the Baians have developed a positive mania for pisciculture.’

‘They’ve turned it into a vice,’ Orata confided with a laugh, ‘the way the Parthians are said to turn simple horse racing into a vice. But it brings a tidy profit for the man who knows the secrets of the trade.’

‘It’s an expensive hobby?’

‘It can be.’

‘And Lucius was prepared to indulge in it? I don’t understand. Was he wealthy or not? If he had so much money, why did he not own his own home?’

‘Actually . . .’ Orata paused and his face lengthened. ‘You must understand, Gordianus, that after my ancestors and the gods there is nothing I respect so much as the confidentiality of another man’s private finances. I’m not the sort to gossip about the source or extent of someone else’s wealth. But since Lucius is dead . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘May his shade forgive me if I tell you that there was more than met the eye when it came to Lucius’s finances.’

‘I don’t follow you.’

‘Lucius had all sorts of improvements in mind for this villa. Expensive renovations and additions. That was why he asked me to the house for a few days, to discuss the feasibility and expense of some projects he had in mind.’

‘But why would he spend so much to improve a house in which he was only a tenant?’

‘Because he was planning to buy the house from Crassus, very soon.’

‘Did Crassus know this?’

‘I think not. Lucius told me he would be approaching Crassus with an offer within a month or so, and he seemed quite confident that Crassus would accept. Do you have any idea what a villa like this costs, especially when you consider the expenses of running the place?’ Orata lowered his voice. ‘He told me, very confidentially, that his chance to break away from Crassus had come at last. He suggested that he and I should launch a partnership; my business expertise matched with his capital, he said. He came up with some good ideas, I must admit.’

‘But you were wary.’

‘The word “partnership” always makes me wary. I learned early on always to make my own way.’

‘But if Lucius was offering the money—’

‘That’s just it: where did he get it? When I rebuilt the baths here, it was Crassus who signed the final contract, and Crassus always saw that I received my payments on time. But occasionally there were incidental expenses, little things about which Lucius hated to bother Crassus, so Lucius would pay for them himself. He always acted as if it were a great sacrifice just to come up with a few sesterces to buy a wagonload of lime.’ Orata wrinkled his plump brow. ‘I told you earlier that Lucius always served sumptuous dinners, but that was only in the last year or two. Before that, he always pretended to be better off than he was. You could see the brass beneath the gold, so to speak – the oysters might be fresh, but you could see that the slaves kept washing the same silver spoons to serve each new course because there weren’t enough silver spoons to go around.’

‘A subtle point, surely.’

‘In my line of work one learns to observe the fine distinctions between true wealth and pretence. I hate being left with a bill I can’t collect.’

‘And in the last year or so Lucius had managed to buy all the silver spoons he needed?’

‘Exactly. And he seemed to be in the market for more.’

‘I suppose he must have been saving his stipend from Crassus for a long time.’

Orata shook his head glumly.

‘Then what? Did he have some other source of income?’

‘None that I know of. And there is very little that transpires on the Cup that I don’t know about – very little of a legitimate, legal nature, that is.’

‘Do you mean—’

‘I only mean that Lucius’s sudden wealth was an enigma to me.’

‘And to Crassus?’

‘I don’t think Crassus knew about it.’

‘But what could Lucius have done, without Crassus’s even knowing? Are you suggesting some clandestine—’

‘I suggest nothing,’ Orata blandly insisted. He turned from the view of the bay and looked into the house. The last traces of the dinner had vanished; even the serving tables had been taken away. He sighed and suddenly seemed to lose all interest in our conversation. ‘I think I shall go to my room now.’

‘But, Sergius Orata, surely you have some ideas, some suspicions—’

He shrugged quite extravagantly, a well-practised gesture good for escaping unwanted investors and clients too small to bother with. ‘I only know that one of Marcus Crassus’s reasons for coming here was to have a careful look at Lucius’s financial records, so that Crassus might assess his own resources on the Cup. If he looks long and hard enough, I suspect that Crassus may uncover some very unpleasant surprises.’

 

On my way to the library I avoided walking through the atrium where the remains of Lucius Licinius were displayed; if a part of my mission now included uncovering some embarrassing transactions or even criminal activity on his part, I did not care to encounter his shade in the middle of the night. I took a lamp to find my way through the unfamiliar halls, but hardly needed it; moonlight poured like liquid silver through the windows and skylights, flooding the halls and open spaces with a cold luminescence.

I hoped to find the library empty, but when I turned the corner I saw the same bodyguard who had attended the door the previous night. At my approach he turned his head with military precision and fixed me with a piercing gaze. His stare softened when he recognized me. The frigid mask of his face loosened; indeed, the closer I came the more chagrined he looked. When I was close enough to hear the voices from within, I understood his embarrassment.

They must have been speaking quite loudly for the sound to pass through the heavy oak door. Crassus’s voice, with its oratorical training, penetrated more clearly; the other voice had a lower, rumbling timbre that was less easy to distinguish, but the bombastic tone unmistakably belonged to Marcus Mummius.

‘For the last time, there will be no exceptions!’ This came from Crassus. A rumbling retort from Mummius followed, too muffled for me to catch more than a few words – ‘how many times . . . always loyal, even when . . . you owe me this favour . . .’

‘No, Marcus, not even as a favour!’ Crassus shouted. ‘Stop dredging up the dead past. This is a matter of policy – there’s nothing personal in it. If I allow even a single sentimental exception, there will be no end to it – Gelina will have me save them all! How do you think that would look in Rome? No, I won’t be made a fool of because you lack the good sense to avoid this kind of petty attachment—’

This evoked angry shouting from Mummius; I was unable to make out the words, but there was no mistaking the note of anguish amid the fury. An instant later the door abruptly opened, so violently that the bodyguard started back and drew his sword.

Mummius emerged, red-faced, his eyes bulging, his jaw set hard enough to grind stones. He turned back towards the room and clenched his fists at his sides, making the veins in his thick forearms writhe like the one that pulsed across his forehead. ‘If you and Lucius had allowed me to buy him for myself, this wouldn’t be happening! You wouldn’t be able to touch the boy! If Jupiter himself tried to harm a hair on his head, I would—’

He made a choking noise and began to shake, unable to go on. For the first time he seemed to notice that someone else was in the hall. He turned to look blankly first at the guard and then at me. His furious expression never changed, but his eyes began to glisten hotly as they filled with tears.

Farther down the hall, toward the atrium, a door opened. Gelina, her hair awry, her makeup smeared, peered toward us with a look of confusion. ‘Lucius?’ she whispered hoarsely. Even from such a distance I could smell the wine from her pores.

Crassus emerged from the library. There was a moment of strained silence. ‘Gelina, go back to your bed,’ Crassus said sternly. She drew her eyebrows together and meekly obeyed. Crassus dilated his nostrils with a deep breath and lifted his chin. For a long moment Mummius returned his stare, then spun around and hurried down the hallway without a word. The young guard silently sheathed his sword, clenched his jaw, and stared straight ahead. I opened my mouth, searching for some way to explain my presence, but Crassus relieved me of the obligation.

‘Don’t stand there gaping in the hall. Come inside!’

 

With the typical good manners of the nobility, Crassus said nothing at all about the argument I had just witnessed. Except for a slight flush across his forehead and a sigh that escaped his lips as he shut the door behind us, it might never have happened. As on the night before, he wore a Greek chlamys rather than a cloak to ward off the chill; apparently the altercation had warmed him enough, for he stripped off the garment and tossed it onto the centaur statue. ‘Wine?’ he offered, taking a cup from the shelf. I noticed there were two cups already on the table, one for himself and another for Mummius; both were empty.

‘Are we not fasting?’

Crassus raised an eyebrow. ‘I have it on good authority that one need not abstain from wine while fasting for the dead. The custom can be bent either way, I am told, and in my experience it is always best to bend custom to present need.’

‘On good authority, you say?’ I accepted the chair that Crassus offered while he turned his around and leaned against the table, which was littered with documents.

Crassus smiled and sipped his wine. He shut his eyes and ran his fingers through his thinning hair. He suddenly looked very weary. ‘Good authority, indeed. Dionysius tells me that wine is the metaphysical equivalent of blood, and so should not be denied to a fasting man, any more than the air he breathes.’

‘I suspect that Dionysius is ready to tell you anything he thinks you might want to hear.’

Crassus nodded. ‘Exactly. A hopeless sycophant – and sycophants are not what I need at the moment. What was all that nonsense this evening, about his being your rival? Have you offended him?’

‘I’ve hardly spoken to him.’

‘Ah, then he’s concocted this scheme to solve Lucius’s murder on his own, thinking he can use it to impress me. You see what’s happening, don’t you? With Lucius gone and the household about to dissolve . . . one way or another . . . he’ll be needing a new patron and a new residence.’

‘And he would like to attach himself to you?’

Crassus laughed mirthlessly and drank more wine. ‘I suppose I should be flattered. Clearly he thinks I’m on my way up. Spartacus has only humiliated two Roman consuls and defeated every army that’s been sent to destroy him; what do I have to worry about?’

This note of self-doubt was so unexpected that for a moment I missed it entirely. ‘Is it so certain then that you’ll be given the command against Spartacus?’

‘Who else would take it? Every politician in Rome with military experience is quaking with fear. They want Spartacus to be someone else’s problem.’

‘What about—’

‘Don’t even say his name! If I never heard it again, I could die happily.’ Crassus slumped against the table. His expression softened. ‘Actually, I don’t hate Pompey. We were good comrades, under Sulla. No one can say that his glory is unearned. The man is brilliant – a great tactician, a splendid leader, a superb politician. Handsome as a demigod, too. He really does look like a bust of Alexander, or used to. And rich! People say that I’m rich, but they forget that Pompey’s as wealthy as I am, if not wealthier. Pompey, they say, is brilliant, Pompey is handsome, but rich is something they say only about me – “Crassus, Crassus, rich as Croesus.”’ He reached for the wine and poured himself another cup. He offered more to me, but I showed him that my cup was still half full. ‘Besides, Pompey has his hands full in Spain, mopping up that rebel Sertorius. He can’t possibly get back in time to put an end to Spartacus. Actually, he could, but he won’t, because I’ll have done the job already. What do you know about Spartacus, anyway?’

‘No more than the merchants down at the Subura markets know, when they tell me their prices have tripled because of someone called Spartacus.’

‘It all comes down to that, doesn’t it? They can burn a whole town in the countryside and hang the city fathers by their ankles, but the real rub comes when Spartacus and his nasty little revolt start making life uneasy for the rabble in Rome. The situation is so absurd that no one could have invented it; it’s like a nightmare that won’t go away. Do you know where it started?’

‘Capua, wasn’t it?’

Crassus nodded. ‘Just a short ride from here, up the Via Consularis from Puteoli. A fool named Batiatus ran a gladiator farm on the edge of town; bought his slaves wholesale, weeded out the weak, trained the strong ones and sold them to clients all over Italy. He came into a number of Thracians – good fighters, but notoriously temperamental. Batiatus decided to put them in their place from the very start, so he kept them in cages like beasts and fed them nothing but thin gruel and water, letting them out only for their exercises and training. The idiot! Why is it that men who would never think of beating a horse or salting a patch of good earth can be so reckless with their human property? Especially a piece of property that knows how to carry a weapon and kill. A slave is a tool – use it wisely and you profit, use it foolishly and your efforts are wasted.

‘But I was talking about Spartacus. In the normal course of things these Thracians would have been broken to Batiatus’s will, one way or another, or they might have revolted against him and been killed on the spot, putting a sorry end to a sorry episode. But among their number was a man called Spartacus. It happens sometimes that even among slaves you’ll find a man of forceful character, a brute with a way of making other brutes gather around him to do his will. There’s nothing mystical about it – I suppose Dionysius has babbled on to you about his history of the supposed magician Eunus and the slave revolt in Sicily sixty years ago, a thoroughly disgusting episode; at least it was contained on an island. They’re already saying the same sort of rubbish about Spartacus, that before he was sold into slavery he was seen sleeping with snakes coiled around his head, and the slave he calls his wife is some sort of prophetess who goes into convulsions and speaks for the god Bacchus.’

‘So they say down in the Subura markets,’ I admitted.

Crassus wrinkled his nose. ‘Why anyone would live in the Subura when there are so many decent neighbourhoods in Rome—’

‘My father left me a house, up on the Esquiline,’ I explained.

‘Take my advice and sell whatever sort of rattrap you’ve got on the Esquiline and buy a newer place outside the city walls; out on the Campus Martius beyond the Forum Holitorium there’s a lot of new building going on, by the old naval yards. Close by the river, clean air, good values. More wine?’

I accepted. Crassus rubbed his eyes, but from the way he ground his jaw I could see he was not sleepy.

‘But we were talking about Spartacus,’ he said. ‘In the beginning there were only seventy of them – can you imagine, just seventy miserable Thracian gladiators who decided to escape from their master. They didn’t even have a plan; they were going to bide their time and look for an opportunity, but then one of their number betrayed them – slaves always betray one another – and they acted on impulse, using axes and spits from the cookhouse for weapons. The goddess Fortune must have looked down and been amused, because on their way out of town they came upon a driver with a cart full of real weapons, headed for Batiatus’s gladiator farm. From then on it seemed that nothing could stop them. To be sure, the threat was badly gauged at the start; no one in Rome could take a revolt of gladiators seriously, so they sent out Clodius with a half legion of irregulars, thinking that would be the end of it. Ha! It was merely the end of Clodius’s career in politics. Victory feeds on victory; every time he triumphed over Roman arms Spartacus found it easier to incite more slaves to join him. They say he now commands a movable nation of over a hundred thousand men, women, and children. And not only slaves; even freeborn herdsmen and shepherds have cast their lot with him. For one thing, they say he hands out the booty with no regard for rank or station; his foot soldiers get as great a share as his generals.’

Crassus curled his lip as if his wine had gone sour. ‘The whole affair is perverse! To think it should come to this, that I should be scrambling for glory by pitting myself against a slave, a gladiator. The Senate won’t even allow me a triumph in Rome if I win, never mind that Spartacus is a greater threat to the Republic than Mithridates or Jugurtha ever were. I’ll be lucky if they give me a garland. And if I should lose . . .’ A shadow crossed his face. He muttered a prayer of supplication, dabbed his fingers in his wine cup and tossed the drops over his shoulder.

It seemed a good time to change the subject. ‘Was it true, the story that Dionysius told this evening, about the sea cave?’

Crassus smiled, as he had at dinner. ‘Every word. Oh, I suppose it’s become a bit embellished in the retelling over the years, given a nostalgic polish. In many ways those were terrible times for me, miserable months of anxious waiting. And grief.’ He swirled his cup and studied its depths. ‘It is a hard thing for a young man to lose his father, especially to suicide. His enemies drove him to it. And an older brother, assassinated only because Cinna and Marius were bent on destroying the best families in Rome. They would have wiped out the nobility altogether if they could have. Thank the gods, and especially Fortune, that Sulla rose up to save us.’

He sighed. ‘Do you know, stuck in that miserable cave day after day, month after month, I made a vow to myself every morning: they won’t get me, I said. They struck down my father, they struck down my brother, but I will not be struck down! And so far I haven’t been.’

He swirled his cup and blinked, squeezing his eyes shut and opening them wide, looking weary but far from sleep. ‘I did the right thing, you know, the pious thing. I honoured the gods and the shades of the dead. I paid my father’s debts, though it left me with nothing, and I took up his cause, and when the times became more settled I married my brother’s widow. I married Tertulla for piety, not love; even so, I have never regretted the choice. Not all of us can indulge ourselves in cheap sentiment, like Lucius Licinius. Or Mummius!’ he snorted. ‘Now Lucius is dead, and I – I am either the man of the hour, as Dionysius will gladly tell you, or else a man who is marching steadily and without the slightest hesitation towards his utter ruination at the hands of a slave. I would rather see my wealth vanish than to hear them whisper behind my back in the Forum: “He was brought low by a mere gladiator . . .” ’

While I shifted uneasily in my chair, he paused to sip from his cup. ‘You think I should spare the slaves, don’t you, Gordianus?’

‘If I can prove to you that they should not die.’

He shook his head sadly. ‘All men are fated to die, Gordianus. Why does the idea fill them with such abhorrence? Wealth and possessions, joy and pain, even the body – especially the body – all these vanish in the well of time. Only honour matters in the end. Honour is what men remember. Or dishonour.’

Such a way of thinking sums up the difference between nobles and ordinary men, I thought; it excuses the most horrifying atrocities and lets go the simplest opportunities for charity and mercy.

‘But you must have come here for a reason,’ said Crassus, ‘unless you were merely eavesdropping. Do you have something to report, Gordianus?’

‘Only that we found the body of one of the missing slaves.’

‘Yes?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘Which one?’

‘The old secretary, Zeno.’

‘Where was he? My men supposedly searched every possible hiding place within a day’s ride.’

‘He was in plain sight. Or at least what was left of him. Somehow he ended up in Lake Avernus. We found his remains on the shoreline; most of his body had been eaten away. Fortunately, enough remained of his face for Olympias to recognize him.’

‘Avernus! I know for a fact that before he left for Rome Mummius assigned a group of men to search the whole area around the lake, including the shore. How long had Zeno been there?’

‘For days, at least.’

‘Then somehow they missed finding him. Probably one of them saw a bit of mist in the shape of his dead wife, or the lake spat like a baby with colic, and the whole lot of them turned and ran, then they lied when they reported there was nothing to find. They will have to be disciplined; the time to make one’s authority clear is long before the fighting starts. Just another of the endless details I shall have to attend to tomorrow!’ He turned wearily toward the table and rifled among the documents until he found a wax tablet and stylus. He scribbled a note and tossed the tablet back onto the table. ‘Where is the body of Zeno now, or what remains of it?’

‘There was very little of him left, as I said. Unfortunately, my son Eco slipped in the mud while he was carrying the head along the shore; it fell into a boiling pool of water . . .’ I shrugged. I was uncertain why I lied, except that I wanted to avoid calling attention to Olympias.

‘You mean you have nothing to show me?’ Crassus suddenly seemed to have reached the end of his patience. ‘This whole business is absurd. Between you and Gelina and Mummius – really, it’s been a very long day, Gordianus, and tomorrow will be even longer. I think you may go now.’

‘Of course.’ I stood and began to turn, then stopped. ‘One other thing, if I may impose on your patience for another moment, Marcus Crassus. I see that you’ve been looking over Lucius Licinius’s documents.’

‘Yes?’

‘I wonder if you’ve come across anything . . . untoward?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I’m not sure. Sometimes a man’s records can reveal unexpected things. There might be something among all those documents that might have a bearing on my own work.’

‘I can’t imagine how. The truth is, Lucius usually kept impeccable records; I required him to do so. When I was here in the spring I looked over his ledgers and found everything accounted for, using the methods I had prescribed. Now it’s all a puzzle.’

‘In what way?’

‘Expenses have been entered with no explanation. There are contradictory indications of how often he used the Fury, and on what errands. Stranger still, it seems to me that some documents must be missing altogether. I thought at first that I could reconstruct and make sense of them by myself, but I think I shall be unable to. I’d have brought along my chief accountant from Rome if I’d known the state of things, but I had no idea that Lucius’s affairs were in such chaos.’

‘And do you find any of this suggestive?’

‘Suggestive of what?’ He looked at me quizzically, then snorted. ‘With you, everything comes back to the murder. Yes, it suggests something to me – namely, that the old secretary Zeno had made such a muddle of things that Lucius decided to give him a sound beating, whereupon the hotheaded young stableman Alexandros exploded in a Thracian rage and killed his master, where upon the two slaves fled into the night, only to find themselves swallowed up by the Jaws of Hades. There, I’ve done your work for you, Gordianus. Now you can go to bed content.’

From the tone of his voice I knew that Crassus insisted on having the final word. I was at the door, reaching to open it, when my hand froze. Something had been not quite right from the moment I entered the room; I had felt an apprehension so vague that I had dismissed it as one blinks away a mote of dust. At that instant I knew what it was, and that I had seen it not once, but over and over as I had sat listening to Crassus and letting my eyes wander about the room.

I turned and walked to the little statue of Hercules in his lion hood.

‘Marcus Crassus, was there a guard on this room during the day?’

‘Of course not. My bodyguards go where I go. The room was empty, so far as I know. No one has legitimate business to come into this room except me.’

‘But someone might have entered?’

‘I suppose. Why do you ask?’

‘Marcus Crassus, you mentioned the blood on this statue to no one?’

‘Not even to Morpheus,’ he said wearily, ‘with whom I have a meeting long overdue.’

‘And yet someone else in the house knew of it. Because since last we spoke someone has done a thorough job of removing the dried blood from the lion’s mane.’

‘What?’

‘See here, where last night there was plentiful evidence of blood trapped in the sculpted furrows, someone has since then deliberately and carefully scraped them clean. You can even see where the metal has been newly scratched.’

He pursed his lips. ‘What of it?’

‘The rest of the room isn’t freshly cleaned; I see dust on the shelves, and a circle from a wine cup on the table. It seems unlikely that a slave would have given such a thorough cleaning to this particular object in this particular room, with so much other work to do in preparation for the funeral. Besides, any domestic slave fit for this house would have known how to clean a statue without scarring the metal. No, I think this was done hurriedly by someone who didn’t know that the blood had already been noticed, and hoped to prevent us from seeing it. That someone was not Alexandros, and it surely was not Zeno. Whereby it follows that the murderer of Lucius Licinius, or someone who knows something about the murder, is here among us, actively concealing evidence.’

‘Possibly,’ Crassus admitted, sounding weary and cross. ‘It’s getting chilly,’ he complained, plucking his chlamys from the centaur statue and wrapping it across his shoulders.

‘Marcus Crassus, I think it might be a good idea to place a guard inside this room at all times, to make sure that nothing else is taken or altered without our knowledge.’

‘If you wish. Now, is there anything else?’

‘Nothing, Marcus Crassus,’ I said quietly as I left the room, walking backwards and nodding my head in deference.
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Why you? asked Eco, signing sceptically the next morning when I told him of my midnight conversation with Crassus. I took the question to mean: Why should such a great man confide so much to a man like you?

‘Why not?’ I said, splashing my face with cold water. ‘Whom else can he talk to in this house?’

Eco squared his shoulders and mimed a beard on his face.

‘Yes, Marcus Mummius is his old friend and confidant, but at the moment they’re feuding about the fate of the slave, Apollonius.’

Eco stuck his nose in the air and painted tendrils of hair swept back from his forehead.

‘Yes, there’s Faustus Fabius, but I can’t imagine Crassus showing weakness to a patrician, especially a patrician who happens to be his subordinate.’

Eco circled his arms in a hoop before him and puffed his cheeks. I shook my head. ‘Sergius Orata? No, Crassus would be even less likely to show weakness to a business associate. A philosopher would be a natural choice, but if Crassus has one, he’s left him behind in Rome, and he despises Dionysius. Yet Crassus desperately needs someone, anyone, to listen to him – here and now, because the gods are too far away. He faces a great crisis; he is full of doubt. Doubt hounds him from hour to hour, moment to moment, and not just about his decision to take on Spartacus. I think he secretly doubts even his decision to massacre Gelina’s slaves. He’s a man used to absolute control and clear-cut decisions, counting up tangible profits and losses. The past haunts him – bloody chaos and the death of those he loved most. Now he’s about to step into a dark and uncertain future – a terrible gamble, but one worth taking, because if he succeeds he may at last become so powerful that no power on earth can ever harm him again.’

I shrugged. ‘So why not tell everything to Gordianus the Finder, from whom no one can keep a secret anyway? As for confidentiality, I’m famous for it – almost as well known for keeping my mouth shut as you are.’

Eco splashed me with a handful of water.

‘Stop that! Besides, there’s something about me that compels others to empty their hearts.’ I said it jokingly, but it was true; there are those to whom others quite naturally confide their deepest secrets, and I have always been one of them. I looked at myself in the mirror. If the power to pull the truth from others resided somewhere in my face, I couldn’t see it. It was a common face, I thought, with a nose that looked as if it had been broken, though it had not, common brown eyes and common black curls streaked with more and more strands of silver every year. With the passing of time it had come to remind me of my father’s face, as best as I could recall it. My mother I barely remembered, but if my father told the truth when he insisted she had been beautiful, then I had not inherited her looks.

It was also a face that badly needed a shave, if I was to put in a decent appearance at the funeral of Lucius Licinius.

‘Come, Eco. Surely out of ninety-nine slaves Gelina has one who’s a decent barber. You shall have a shave as well.’ I said it just to please him, but when I glanced at his smiling face in the morning sunlight, I saw that there actually was a faint shadow across his jaw.

‘Yesterday you were a boy,’ I whispered, under my breath.

 

Ironic as it sounds, there is nothing quite so alive as a Roman household on the day of a funeral. The villa was full of guests, who thronged the atrium and the hallways and spilled over into the baths. While Eco and I reclined on couches, submitting our jaws to be shaved, naked strangers loitered about the pools, refreshing themselves after hard morning rides from points as distant as Capua and the far side of Vesuvius. Others had arrived by boat, ferried across the bay from Surrentum, Stabiae, and Pompeii. After my ablutions I stood on the terrace of the baths and looked down on the boathouse, where the short pier was too small for all the arrivals; skiffs and barges were lashed to one another, so that the later arrivals had to walk to the pier over a small floating city of boats.

Metrobius, draped in a voluminous towel, joined me on the balcony. ‘Lucius Licinius must have been a popular man,’ I said.

He snorted. ‘Don’t imagine they’ve all come just to see poor Lucius go up in smoke. No, all these wealthy merchants and landowners and vacationing nobility are here for quite a different reason. They want to impress you-know-who.’ He glanced over his shoulder toward the heated pool, where the slave Apollonius was helping an old man emerge from the water. ‘I had to push and shove all through the house to get here. The atrium is already so crowded I could hardly cross it. I haven’t seen so much black in one place since Sulla died over in Puteoli. Though I noticed,’ he said, wrinkling his nose, ‘that most of the visitors were giving the corpse a wide berth.’ He laughed softly. ‘And they’re already whispering jokes; usually that doesn’t start until after the ceremony, when the eating begins.’

‘Jokes?’

‘You know – stepping up to the bier, peering into the corpse’s mouth, then sighing, “The coin is still there! Imagine that, with Crassus in the house!” And don’t you dare repeat that to Crassus,’ he quickly added. ‘Or at least don’t tell him that you heard it from me.’ He stepped away with a dry smile. Apparently he had forgotten that he had told me the same joke the day before.

I peered over the balcony again, wondering how I would ever manage to discover what had been dumped off the pier with so many vessels moored there. Many of the rowers were still in their boats, or loitered about the boathouse, waiting for their masters to return.

Eventually I found Eco, who had disappeared into one of the cubicles for a cool bath to follow his hot one. We dressed in the sombre black garments that had been laid out for us that morning. The slave Apollonius assisted us with the various tucks and folds. His bearing was grave, as suited the occasion, but his eyes were a clear and dazzling blue, unclouded by the fear that haunted the eyes of the other slaves. Was it possible that Mummius had somehow kept him from knowing what the next day might bring? More likely, I thought, Mummius had secretly assured him that he himself would be spared. Did he know that Mummius had failed to sway Crassus?

As he dressed me, I took the opportunity to study him more closely. That he was beautiful was obvious at a glance, and yet the closer and longer I looked the more beautiful he seemed. His perfection was almost unreal, like the famous Discus Thrower of Myron come to life; as he moved, the shifting planes of light across his face highlighted a succession of cameos, each more striking than the last. Where many youths of his age have a stumbling gait, he moved like an athlete or a dancer, without any trace of artifice. His hands were nimble, infusing every movement with an innate and unassuming grace. When he stood close to me, I felt the heat of his hands and smelled the warm sweetness of his breath.

There are rare moments when one senses not the surface of other men and women, but the very life force which animates their being, and by extension all life. I have glimpsed it in moments of passion with Bethesda, and on a few other occasions, in the presence of men or women in great extremity, in the throes of orgasm or close to death or otherwise reduced by crisis to their very essence. It is a frightening and an awesome thing to see beyond the veils of the flesh into the soul. Somehow the force of life in Apollonius was so great that it rent through those veils, or else suffused them with the perfect physical embodiment of itself. It was hard to look at him and imagine that something so alive, so perfect could ever grow old and die, much less be snuffed out in an instant merely for the aggrandizement of a politician’s career.

I suddenly felt a great pity for Marcus Mummius. On the journey from Rome, aboard the Fury, I had callously remarked that he had no poetry in his soul. I had spoken rashly and in ignorance. Mummius had touched the face of Eros and been stricken; no wonder he was so desperate to save the boy from a senseless death at the hands of Crassus.



 

Little by little the guests emptied the house and lined the road that led away from the villa. Those who had been closest to Gelina or Lucius congregated in the courtyard to become part of the procession. The Designator, a small wizened man whom Crassus had hired and brought over from Puteoli, set about arranging the participants in their places. Eco and I, having no place in the procession, walked on ahead to find a sunny spot on the crowded tree-lined road.

At length we heard the strains of mournful music. The sound grew louder as the procession came into view. The musicians led the way, blowing on horns and flutes and shaking bronze rattles. In Rome, deference to public opinion and the ancient Law of the Twelve Tables might have restricted the number of musicians to ten, but Crassus had hired at least twice that number. Clearly, he meant to impress.

Next came the hired mourners, a coterie of women who walked with a shuffling gait, wore their hair undressed and chanted a refrain that paraphrased the playwright Naevius’s famous epitaph: ‘If the death of any mortal saddens hearts immortal, the gods above must this man’s death bemoan. . . .’ They stared straight ahead, oblivious of the crowd; they shivered and wept until great torrents of tears streamed down their cheeks.

There was a small gap in the procession, just long enough for the plaintive song of the mourners to recede before the buffoons and mummers arrived. Eco brightened at their approach, but I inwardly groaned; there is nothing quite so embarrassing as a funeral procession marred by incompetent clowns. These, however, were quite good; even at the end of the holiday season, there is no lack of first-rate entertainers on the Cup, and the Designator had hired the best. While some of them resorted to crude but effective slapstick, drawing polite laughter from the crowd, there was one among them with a stirring voice who recited snatches of tragic poetry. Most of the standard passages used in funeral processions are familiar to me, but these words were from some fresh and unfamiliar poet of the Epicurean school:

 

What has death to frighten man,

If souls can die as bodies can?

When mortal frame shall be disbanded,

This lump of flesh from life unhanded,

From grief and pain we shall be free—

We shall not feel, for we shall not be.

But suppose that after meeting Fate

The soul still feels in its divided state.

What’s that to us? For we are only we

While body and soul in one frame agree.

And if our atoms should revolve by chance

And our cast-off matter rejoin the dance,

What gain to us would all this bring?

This new-made man would be a new-made thing.

We, dead and gone, would play no part

In all the pleasures, nor feel the smart

Which to that new man shall accrue

Whom of our matter Time moulds anew.

Take heart then, listen and hear.

What is there left in death to fear?

After the pause of life has come between,

All’s just the same had we never been.

 

The reciter was abruptly interrupted by one of the buffoons, who shook a finger in his face. ‘What a lot of nonsense. My body, my soul, my body, my soul,’ the buffoon parroted, rocking his head back and forth. ‘What a lot of Epicurean nonsense! I had an Epicurean philosopher in my house once, but I kicked him out. Give me a dull-as-dishwater Stoic like that clown Dionysius any day!’

There were some warm chuckles of recognition among the crowd. I gathered this must be the Arch Mime, employed by the Designator to present a fond parody of the deceased.

‘And don’t think for an instant that I’ll pay you even half a copper for such pathetic poetry, either,’ he went on, still wagging his finger, ‘nor for any of this so-called entertainment. I expect true value for my money, do you understand? True value! Money doesn’t fall from the sky, you know, at least not into my hands! Into the hands of my cousin Crassus, maybe, but not mine!’ He abruptly pursed his lips and turned on his heel, clasped his hands behind his back and began to pace.

I overheard the man next to me whisper: ‘He’s got Licinius down to perfection!’

‘Uncanny!’ the man’s wife agreed.

‘But don’t think that just because I won’t pay you it’s because I can’t pay you,’ piped the Arch Mime. ‘I could! I would! Only I owe debts to seven shops in Puteoli and six in Neapolis and five in Surrentum and four in Pompeii and three in Misenum and two in Herculaneum’ – the Arch Mime gasped and took a deep breath – ‘plus a long-standing debt to a little grandmother who sells apples by the side of the road right here in Baiae! Once I have them all paid off, come back and try another poem, you Epicurean fool, and perhaps I’ll sing another tune.’

‘Another tune—’ hooted the man beside me.

‘Sing another tune!’ said his wife, nodding and laughing appreciatively. Apparently the Arch Mime had delivered one of Lucius Licinius’s pet phrases.

‘Oh, I know,’ he went on, crossing his arms petulantly, ‘you all think I’m made of money because I live like a king, but it just isn’t so. At least not yet.’ He bobbed his eyebrows up and down. ‘But just you wait, because I do have a plan. Oh, yes, a plan, a plan. A plan for making more money than you Baian big boys could swallow with a serving spoon. A plan, a plan. Make way for the man with a plan!’ he bleated, breaking character and running to catch up with the other buffoons.

‘A plan,’ the man next to me murmured.

‘Just as Lucius was always saying,’ smiled his wife. ‘Always going to get rich – tomorrow!’ She sighed. ‘Only this happened instead. The will of the gods—’

‘—and the ways of Fortune,’ the man concluded.

I remembered Sergius Orata’s hints of shady dealings. A disquieting suspicion began to form in my head, then unravelled and vanished with the arrival of the waxen masks.

Lucius’s branch of the Licinii family had not been without its distinguished ancestors. Their lifelike images in wax, normally displayed within his foyer, were now paraded before his funeral bier, worn by persons especially hired for the task by the Designator and dressed in the authentic costumes of the offices they had held in service to the state. Such a presentation is part of the funeral procession of every Roman noble. The masked actors walk solemnly, slowly, turning their heads from side to side so that all may see their expressionless faces, looking like the dead come to life. Thus, even in death do the noble distinguish themselves from the ignoble, the ‘known’ from the ‘unknown’, proudly flaunting their lineage to those of us in the crowd who have no ancestors, only parents and forgotten forebears.

Next came Lucius Licinius himself, reposed upon his ivory couch and framed by freshly cut blossoms and boughs, redolent with powerful perfumes that could not quite conceal the scent of putrefaction. Crassus was foremost among the bearers, his face set in a stern, impassive stare.

The family followed. Not many Licinii of Lucius’s branch had survived the civil wars, and most of them were of an older generation. Gelina led the group, attended by Metrobius. I have often seen women in funeral processions on the streets of Rome who stagger in a paroxysm of grief, tearing their cheeks in defiance of the laws of the Twelve Tables, but Gelina did not weep. She moved in a stupor, staring at her feet.

Conspicuously absent from the procession were the slaves of the dead man’s household.

After the family passed, the onlookers who lined the road closed in behind them and joined the retinue. At length we came to an open spot beside the road, where a break in the trees afforded a glimpse of the bay. Nearby stood a stone sepulchre as tall as a man. It was newly built; the slabs were smooth and unweathered, and the earth surrounding it was worn by footsteps and dusted with chiselled stone. There was only one decoration, a simple bas-relief of a horse’s head, the ancient symbol of death and departure.

In the centre of the clearing, a funeral pyre had been erected of dried wood piled in the form of a square altar. Normally the ivory couch bearing the corpse might have been tilted against it, as such couches are tilted against the Rostra in the Forum at Rome, so that the spectators may look upon the dead man while the oration is delivered, but Lucius’s corpse was placed directly upon the pyre, out of sight, no doubt in deference to the disfiguring wound on his head.

Slaves came forward with folding chairs for the family. As the crowd settled, Marcus Crassus stepped in front of the pyre. A hush fell over the gathering. Overhead a sea gull screamed. A slight breeze stirred the treetops. Crassus began his speech; in his voice there was no hint of the indecision and uncertainty he had shown to me the night before. His was a trained orator’s voice, skilled at all the techniques of volume, tonality, and rhythm. He began in a quiet, deferential tone that gradually grew more forceful.

‘Gelina, devoted wife of my beloved cousin Lucius Licinius; family members, who have come from places far and near; shades of his ancestors, represented here by their cherished images; friends and members of his household, acquaintances and people of Baiae and all the nearby towns of Campania and the Cup: we have come to entomb Lucius Licinius.

‘What a simple thing that seems: a man has died, and so we consume his body with flames and entomb his ashes. It is a common event. Even the fact that he died by violence does not distinguish it; nowadays, such violence has become commonplace. Certainly, in our family, there has been so much grief and loss imposed by violence that we have become brittle and numb to the vagaries of Fortune.

‘And yet the presence of so many of you here today is proof that the death of Lucius Licinius was no small thing, just as his life was no small thing. He had many dealings with many men, and who among you can say that he was ever less than honest? He was a Roman, and an embodiment of Roman virtues. He was a fine husband. That the gods had not blessed his marriage with offspring – that he leaves behind no son to carry on his name and blood, to revere him as he revered his ancestors – that is one of the accomplishments left unfulfilled by the untimely and bitter tragedy of his death.

‘With no son to look after his grieving widow or to avenge his senseless murder, those duties have fallen to another, to a man tied to Lucius by bonds of blood and long years of mutual respect. Those duties fall to me.

‘Word has already spread among you concerning the manner in which Lucius met his death. Have no doubt that he faced it bravely. He was not a man to flinch in the face of any adversary. Perhaps his only fault was that he placed his trust in those who did not deserve it – but what man can foresee the moment when a trusty blade long used will suddenly break, or a loyal dog will turn vicious without warning?

‘The fate of Lucius Licinius is far from unique. Indeed, in some ways he is the paradigm of the good citizen, and of the state itself, for does not Rome suddenly find herself imperilled by a whole nation of trusted mastiffs gone mad with a lust for blood and thievery? Lucius was another victim of that pestilence which threatens to overturn the order of nature, to wipe out tradition and honour, to pervert the normal intercourse of affairs between men.

‘That pestilence has a name. I will not whisper it, for I do not fear it: Spartacus. That pestilence entered even into the household of Lucius Licinius; it dissolved the bonds of obligation and loyalty; it twisted the hands of slaves against their master. What happened in his house cannot be forgotten or forgiven. The shade of Lucius Licinius is restless; it hovers near us even now, strengthened by the shades of his ancestors, who all together clamour that we, the living, must set this wickedness aright.’

I looked about me, at the faces of the funeral guests. They watched Crassus with mingled admiration and sorrow, open to whatever pronouncement he was preparing. I felt a pang of dread.

‘There are those who might say that Lucius Licinius was beyond all doubt a good man, but not a great one, that he did not rise in his lifetime to high office, did not accomplish wondrous things. That is the tragic truth, I fear; he was slain before his prime, and his life was smaller than it should have been. But his death was not a small death. If there can be a great death, then the death of Lucius was that – something terrible, awful, profoundly wrong, an offence to god and man alike. Such a death demands more than sorrow and pity, more than words of praise or vows of vengeance. It demands that we all take action, if not as the vessels of vengeance, then as its witnesses.’

Crassus lifted his arm. On either side of him the Designator and one of his men set about igniting their torches, which burst into flame.

‘Long ago our ancestors founded the tradition of holding gladiatorial contests in honour of the dead. Normally this glorious tradition is reserved for the death of the great and powerful, but I think that the gods will not begrudge our paying honour to the shade of Lucius Licinius with a day of games. These will begin tomorrow upon the plain beside Lake Lucrinus. There are those who whimper that we should suspend the use of gladiators, saying that Spartacus was a gladiator and that no slave should bear arms so long as Spartacus runs loose. But I say it is better to honour the traditions of our ancestors than to fear a slave. I say also that the occasions of these games will give us not only the opportunity to pay our last respects to the shade of Lucius Licinius, but to begin the task of avenging his death.’

Crassus stepped aside. He took one of the torches and touched it to the pyre, while opposite him the Designator did the same. The dry wood ignited and crackled, shooting up tongues of flame and fingers of grey smoke.

In time the pyre would be consumed. The embers would be soaked with wine, and the bones and ashes of Lucius Licinius would be gathered up by Crassus and Gelina, who would sprinkle them with perfumes and place them in an alabaster urn. A priest would purify the crowd, moving among them and sprinkling them with water from an olive branch. The remains of Lucius would be sealed into his sepulchre, and together the crowd would murmur, ‘Farewell, farewell, farewell . . .’

But I left before these things were done. I was not purified; I did not say farewell. Instead I slipped quietly away and returned to the house, taking Eco with me. So little time remained before the slaughter would begin.
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‘Where will we find the boy Meto?’ I wondered aloud. The atrium, which that morning had been thronged with funeral guests and their attendant slaves, was deserted. Our footsteps echoed hollowly in the empty space. The incense and the flowers were gone, but their odour, like that of the decaying corpse of Lucius Licinius, lingered behind.

I followed my nose to the kitchens. Long before I found them I heard the din of activity. There was much preparation still to be done for the funeral feast.

We stepped through a great wooden door and found ourselves swallowed up by noise and heat. Their tunics spotted with stains and soot, the kitchen slaves scurried about. Hoarse voices cried back and forth, heavy knives chopped against blocks of wood, kettles boiled and hissed. Eco covered his ears to protest the din, then pointed at a figure across the room.

Little Meto, standing on a stool, was reaching into a deep clay pot atop a table. He looked around to see that no one was watching, then pulled out a handful of something and stuck it into his mouth. I walked across the room, dodging to avoid the hurrying slaves, and grabbed the neck of his tunic.

He gave a squawk and looked over his shoulder at me. His mouth, covered with a paste of honey, millet, and crushed nuts, opened in a cry of distress, then turned abruptly into a grin when he saw my face – and as abruptly twisted into a howl of pain when a wooden spoon came down on his head with a crack.

‘Out of the kitchen! Out! Out!’ screamed an old slave whose superior dress and manner marked him as the chief cook. He seemed ready to strike me as well, then saw the iron ring I wore. ‘Forgive me, Citizen, but between Meto pilfering sweets, and the slaves of all these guests sneaking in to steal food, we can hardly do our work. Could you please find an errand for the little pest?’

‘Precisely what I came for,’ I said. I gave Meto a sharp slap on the rump as he hopped off the stool and scurried across the crowded room, licking the honey from his fingers and tripping cooks and helpers in his wake. Eco caught him at the door and held him for me.

‘Meto!’ I cried, catching up and closing the door behind us. ‘Just the man I was looking for. Are you a swimmer, Meto?’

He looked up at me gravely, licking the sweet mash from the corners of his mouth. He slowly shook his head.

‘No?’

‘No, sir.’

‘You don’t swim at all?’

‘Not a stroke,’ he assured me.

I shook my head, vexed. ‘You disappoint me, Meto, though it’s no fault of your own. I had convinced myself that you must be the offspring of a faun and a river nymph.’

He was perplexed for a moment, then laughed out loud at my foolishness. ‘But I know who swims better than anybody!’ he offered.

‘Yes? Who would that be?’

‘Come with me, I’ll show you. He’s with the others in the stables!’ He began to run down the hall, until Eco caught up with him and grabbed the neck of his tunic like a leash. We followed his lead to the centre of the house, through the atrium and out into the courtyard. He broke from Eco’s grasp and hurried towards the stables. We came to the open doors, where the cooler air from within carried the mingled scents of hay and dung. Meto hurried on.

‘Wait! You said you were leading us to the stables!’ I protested.

‘Not those stables!’ he called over his shoulder. He pointed ahead and ran around the corner of the building. I thought he must be playing a game with us, until I turned the corner and saw the long, low wooden annexe attached to the stone stables.

‘Is there no end to this villa?’ I muttered to Eco. Then I saw the soldiers who guarded the doorway to the annexe.

The six of them sat cross-legged in a small clearing beneath the evergreens. They failed to see us, until a shrill whistle pierced the air. I looked up and saw a seventh guard atop the red tile roof of the annexe, his spear in the crook of his arm and his fingers in his mouth.

The six were on their feet immediately, their swords drawn and their dice abandoned in the dust. Their chief officer – or at least the one with the most insignia – stepped towards me, brandishing his sword and scowling through his grey-streaked beard. ‘Who are you and what do you want?’ he asked gruffly. He ignored Meto, who stepped past him and hurried to the annexe door. I gathered that Meto was already known to the guards; one of them even reached down and ruffled his hair affectionately.

I held my hands at my sides, a bit away from my body, in clear sight. Eco glanced at me nervously and did the same. ‘My name is Gordianus. I’m a guest of Gelina and of your general, Marcus Crassus. This is my son, Eco.’

The soldier narrowed his eyes suspiciously, then put his sword away. ‘It’s all right, men,’ he called over his shoulder. ‘He’s the one Marcus Mummius told us about. Calls himself the Finder. And what do you expect to find here?’ He no longer seemed like a fierce warrior ready to kill, but instead appeared quite affable and polite. More than anything else, he looked like an extremely bored man glad for any interruption to break the monotony.

‘The slave boy led us here,’ I explained. ‘I had forgotten that the stables had an annexe.’

‘Yes, the stables hide it from the courtyard; you can’t see it at all from the house, I’m told, not even from the upper storey. Which makes it the perfect place to hide them all, nicely out of sight.’

‘Hide whom?’ I said, forgetting what Gelina had told me regarding the whereabouts of most of the slaves.

‘See for yourself. It looks like little Meto is quite eager for you to follow him. It’s all right, Fronto,’ he called to the guard who had ruffled Meto’s hair. ‘You can open the door.’

The guard produced a large brass key and fitted it into a lock which hung on a chain. The lock opened and the door swung outward. The guards stood at a distance, their hands on their hilts and their eyes alert. Meto ran inside, waving for us to follow.

The smell that came from within was quite different from that which came from the stables. There was the sweet smell of straw, to be sure, but the odour of urine and waste came not from animals but from men. The stench of human sweat was heavy in the air as well, along with the smell of women in period and the mingled odours of rotting food and vomit. It reminded me of the smell below the deck of the Fury – not as acrid with the stench of men on the verge of collapse, but not relieved by fresh salt breezes, either; it had the foul, closed, musty stench of the slaughterhouse rather than the slave galley.

Eco balked at stepping within, but I took his arm. The door closed behind us. ‘Bang on the door and call out when you’re ready to leave,’ yelled the guard through the wood. The chain rattled and the lock snapped shut.

It took my eyes a moment to adjust to the dimness. There were only a few barred windows near the roof, admitting beams of sunlight thick with dust. ‘What is this place?’ I whispered.

I didn’t expect an answer, but the boy Meto was nearby. ‘The master used it to store all sorts of things,’ he said, pitching his voice low to match mine. ‘Old bits and saddles and blankets, and broken chariot wheels and ox carts. Sometimes, even swords and spears, and shields and helmets. But it was almost empty when Master Lucius died. When Master Crassus came the next day, this is where he put the slaves, all but a few of us.’

The place had fallen silent when we entered, but now voices began to murmur in the darkness. ‘Meto!’ I heard an old woman call out. ‘Meto, come here and give us a hug!’

The boy disappeared into the shadows. As the room lightened, I saw the woman who embraced him. She sat on the straw-littered floor, her white hair knotted in a bun, her long, pale hands trembling in the dim light as she fondled the boy’s hair. Everywhere I looked I saw more and more of them – men, women, and children, all the slaves who had been gathered up from the fields or released from unnecessary tasks in the house and locked away to await the judgment of Crassus.

They sat huddled against the walls. I passed between them, walking the length of the long, narrow room. Eco followed behind me, gazing wide-eyed from face to face and tripping against the uneven floor. The smell of urine and waste grew stronger at the farther end of the room. The slaves forced to sit nearby huddled as far as they could from the stench. Exposed to it day after day, they must have grown used to it, enough to bear it. I covered my face with a fold of my heavy funeral garb, and still I could hardly breathe.

I felt a tug at my knee. Meto gazed up at me gravely. ‘The best swimmer there ever was,’ he assured me with a whisper. ‘Better than Leander, and he could swim across the Hellespont. Better than Glaucus when he swam after Scylla, and Glaucus was half fish!’

No good it will do us if he’s locked away here, I thought. Then I saw the young man at whom Meto pointed. The youth knelt on the straw, holding an old man’s hands in his own and speaking in a low voice. The pale light gave his face a marmoreal smoothness, so that he looked more than ever like a statue come to life, or a living youth turned to stone.

‘Apollonius,’ I said, surprised to see him here.

He gave the old man’s hands a final clasp, then stood and brushed the straw from his knees. The simple motion was as elegant as a poem. There is the haughty, manmade aristocracy of patricians like Faustus Fabius, I thought, and then there is the natural aristocracy of specimens such as this, which proceeds from the gods without regard to earthly status.

‘Why are you here?’ I asked, thinking Crassus must have banished him from the house simply to spite Mummius. But his explanation was simple.

‘Most of the slaves have been locked away here since the day the master was found dead. A few of us have been allowed to stay at our posts, sleeping in our usual quarters between the stables and the house. Like Meto, I come here as often as I can, to see the others. The guards know me and let me pass.’

‘Is he your father?’ I said, looking down at the old man.

Apollonius smiled, but his eyes looked sad. ‘I never had a father. Soterus knows herbs and poultices. He tends the other slaves when they’re sick, but now he’s sick himself. He craves water but can’t drink, and his bowels are loose. Look, I think he’s sleeping now. Once when I had a bad fever he tended to me night and day. He saved my life that summer. And all for nothing.’

I could discern no bitterness in his voice, no emotion at all. It was like the voice of his namesake, dispassionate and mysterious.

I held the cloth to my face and tried to catch a breath. ‘Can you swim?’ I asked, remembering why I had come.

Apollonius smiled a genuine smile. ‘Like a dolphin,’ he said.



 

There was a path which started just south of the annexe and led down to the boathouse, switching back and forth down the steep hill below the southern wing and the baths. The path was largely invisible from the house, hidden by high foliage and the steep angle of the hillside. It was a cruder path than the one I had taken down from the terrace at the north wing, but it was well-trampled and in most places wide enough for two to walk abreast. The boy Meto led the way, leaping over tree roots and scrambling down rock shelves. Eco and I descended at a more careful pace, while Apollonius followed deferentially behind us.

It was the warmest, sleepiest hour of the day. As we neared the boathouse I gazed up toward the hills, thinking of the funeral congregation forced to stand for hours while the flames slowly disintegrated all that remained of Lucius Licinius. I could see the tiny column of smoke rising above the treetops, thick and white but quickly blown into tattered streamers by the sea breeze, vanishing altogether as it dispersed into the blue above.

The little navy of boats moored at the pier knocked quietly against one another. As we stepped onto the pier, I noticed only a few dozing figures lounging in the boats, their feet dangling in the water and their faces covered by broad-brimmed sailors’ hats. Most of the ferrymen and slaves had gone off scavenging for food, following the scent of roasting meats from the kitchens above, or else had slipped off to nap between the trees on the shady hillside.

‘What did you lose?’ asked Apollonius, peering down into the clear water in the open space between two of the boats.

‘It’s not exactly that I’ve lost something . . .’

‘But what am I to look for?’

‘I don’t really know. Something heavy enough to make a loud splash. Perhaps several such objects.’

He looked at me dubiously, then shrugged. ‘The water could be clearer, but I suppose most of the silt stirred up by all these boats arriving will have settled by now. And I could use more sunlight; all these boats together cast a great shadow over the bottom. But if I see anything that shouldn’t be there, I’ll bring it up to you.’

He unbelted and stripped off his tunic, then pulled his undertunic over his head and stood naked, his tousled hair glinting blue-black in the sunlight while lozenges of light, reflected off the water, danced across the sleek muscles of his chest and legs. Eco looked at him with a mixture of curiosity and envy. From beneath a broad-brimmed hat, one of the sailors made a crude but appreciative whistle. Apollonius lifted an eyebrow, but otherwise he ignored the sound; long ago he must have grown used to having others take note of his appearance.

He squared his shoulders and drew several deep breaths, then found a spot with room enough to dive into the water between two boats. The surface barely rippled behind him.

I strode up and down the jetty, peering into the green depths and catching glimpses of his naked whiteness as he darted amid the mossy stones and the wooden beams. In the water he propelled himself as gracefully as he moved on land, kicking with both legs in unison and using his arms as if they were wings.

A gull flew overhead. The column of smoke from the faraway funeral pyre continued to rise above the trees. Still Apollonius remained beneath the water. At last I saw his face gazing up at me from the murky bottom, then grow larger and larger as he propelled himself upward and at last broke through the surface.

I began to ask him what he had seen, but he gasped and held up his hand. He needed to breathe, not speak. Gradually his breathing grew slower and more regular. Finally he opened his mouth – to speak, I thought, but instead he sucked in a deep breath, bent his body double, and plunged beneath the surface again. His kicking feet left a spume of tiny bubbles behind.

He dived straight down, disappearing into the darkness. I walked up and down the pier, gazing over the edge. The gull circled, the smoke rose, a cloud rolled across the sun. By now the dozing figures in the boats had all awakened and were curiously watching us from beneath their hats.

‘He’s been under a long time,’ one of them finally said.

‘Very long,’ said another, ‘even for such a big-chested boy.’

‘Ah, it’s nothing,’ said a third. ‘My brother dives for pearls, and he can stay down twice as long as this one’s been under.’

‘Even so . . .’

I looked between the boats, trying to see if he had come up in a hidden spot, wondering if he had struck his head. It had been a bad time to demand this task of him, with so many boats moored at the dock. Apollonius himself had complained of the dark shadow covering the bottom; even dolphins must need light to swim by. No matter what the pearl diver’s brother might claim, it hardly seemed possible that a man could stay underwater as long as Apollonius had been gone.

I began to fret. Eco was no swimmer, and neither was the boy Meto, by his own admission. The idea of plunging into the water myself made me think of my ordeal of the other night; I tasted seawater in my throat and felt it burn my nostrils and experienced a tremor of panic. I looked at the scattered chorus of sailors’ hats and the shadowy faces beneath them.

‘You men!’ I said at last. ‘There must be a good swimmer among you! I’ll pay any one of you five sesterces to take a look under the pier and tell me what’s happened to the slave.’

There was a commotion among the scattered hats. Feet were drawn from the water, faces appeared, hands sought for balance.

‘Hurry!’ I shouted, looking into the bottomless green darkness and feeling a cold fear grip my throat. ‘Hurry! Dive from where you are! Ten sesterces—’

But at that instant I was silenced by the bizarre apparition that emerged from the water at the end of the pier. The ferrymen froze in their places and stared as a long, gleaming blade soared straight upwards into the air. Wrapped in seaweed, the sword glittered silver and green beneath the sun. A long, white, muscular arm followed it, and then the broad shoulders and gasping face of Apollonius, smiling in triumph.
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Apollonius had compared himself to a dolphin – and indeed, lying naked on the pier with one arm slung over his face, his broad, clefted chest heaving for breath, his pale flesh wet and glistening, he looked to me like a young ocean god pulled from the deep. The planks all around him were dark with water, forming a rough outline of his body. Steam rose from his taut flesh, and rainbow-coloured beads glinted amid the ridges of his belly. Meto fetched his undertunic, which Apollonius dropped casually onto his lap.

Beside him, the sword shone in the sunlight. I knelt and plucked away the strands of seaweed. It had not been underwater for long; there were no traces of rust about the hilt. I knew little enough about the workmanship of such weapons, but from the decoration on the handle it appeared to be of Roman manufacture.

Apollonius sat up, crossed his legs and leaned back against his arms. He brushed one hand through his scalp and sent a spray of water through the air. A few drops caught Eco in the eye. He wiped his face and looked at Apollonius with an odd, sullen fascination, then averted his gaze. They were about the same age; I could imagine how intimidated Eco must feel in the presence of another male of such superb appearance, who could display his naked perfection without the least hint of awkwardness.

‘This is not the only one?’ I said, picking up the sword for a closer look.

‘Far from it. There are whole bundles of them, lashed together with leather straps. I tried to bring up a bundle, but it was too heavy. The straps are all knotted and bloated with water, impossible to undo; I finally managed to rub one of the straps against a blade and cut through it.’

‘Are swords all you saw?’

He shook his head. ‘Spears, too, bundled the same way. And sacks full of something else. They were tied shut so that I couldn’t see inside, and they were too heavy to lift.’

‘I wonder what could be in those sacks,’ I said, and felt a glimmer of intuition. ‘How soon can you go down again?’

Apollonius shrugged, a gesture which upset the pools of water nestled in his collarbone and sent them streaming like quicksilver over his chest. ‘I’ve caught my breath. But I could use a knife this time.’

The curious ferrymen kept their distance but had gathered close enough to overhear. One of them offered his knife, a strong blade fit for cutting leather straps, and Apollonius disappeared again beneath the water.

He was not gone long. This time he resurfaced headfirst, and when he pulled himself onto the pier it appeared that the knife was the only thing he carried. He stuck in into the wood, took his undertunic from Meto, then hurried towards the boathouse without a word. Meto ran after him. Eco and I followed. Apollonius’s left hand, I noticed, was clenched tightly shut.

He walked around the boathouse and leaned against the wall, out of the ferrymen’s sight. I approached him, tilting my head quizzically.

‘Cup your hands together,’ he whispered, ‘like a bowl.’

He extended his arm and opened his fist. The wet coins slithered into my hands like a school of tiny silver fish.

 

The same coins, having dried in the meantime, made a higher, more tinkling sound when I poured them onto the table in the library. Crassus had just returned from the funeral ceremony, still garbed in his black vestments and smelling of wood smoke. He raised a startled eyebrow.

‘You found them where?’

‘In the shallows just off the pier. The first night I arrived I saw someone dumping something from the dock. Whoever it was knocked me into the water and tried to drown me. He very nearly succeeded. It wasn’t until today that I managed to send someone scavenging in the water. The slave Apollonius – yes, Mummius’s favourite. This is what he found. Sacks and sacks full of silver, he says. And not just coins; there appear to be sacks full of gold and silver jewellery and trinkets as well. And weapons.’

‘Weapons?’

‘Bundles of swords and spears. Not gladiatorial or ceremonial weapons, but true soldier’s weapons. I brought one of the swords to show you, but your guard confiscated it at the door. And speaking of guards, I’d suggest that you post several at the boathouse immediately. I left Eco and Apollonius to keep an eye on the ferrymen, but an armed guard will need to be set night and day until you can recover the whole cache.’

Crassus called to the guard outside the door and issued instructions, then had him bring in the sword that Apollonius had retrieved. From the open door came the noise of the funeral guests in the atrium. Crassus waited for the door to shut before he spoke.

‘Curious,’ he said. ‘This was made at one of my own foundries here in Campania, from ore that came from one of my mines in Spain; you can see by this stamp on the pommel. How did it come to be here?’

‘More to the point,’ I said, ‘where was it supposed to end up?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘If we assume that these things were being stored in the boathouse, and had been put there by Lucius Licinius, then what need did he have for so many weapons?’

‘None.’

‘Had he gathered them for your use?’

‘If I had wanted Lucius to divert weapons from one of my foundries and to bring them here, I would have told him so,’ said Crassus curtly.

‘Then perhaps these weapons were being stored here for someone else. Who could possibly have a need for so many spears and swords?’

Crassus looked at me sternly, comprehending but unwilling to say the name aloud.

‘Consider the valuables,’ I went on, ‘the coins and jewellery and metalwork all hoarded together in sacks like a pirate’s booty. Assuming that Lucius didn’t somehow steal it all, then perhaps it was delivered to him as payment.’

‘Payment for what?’

‘For something he himself didn’t need but could obtain – weapons.’

Crassus looked at me, ashen-faced. ‘You dare to suggest that my cousin Lucius was smuggling weapons to an enemy of Rome?’

‘What else is a reasonable man to assume when he comes upon a hoard of weapons and valuables all lumped together in a hidden place? And the boathouse may not have been the only place where such things were stored in transit. The slave boy Meto mentioned to me that he sometimes saw swords and spears stored in the annexe behind the stables, the place where the slaves are now imprisoned. That annexe may have been empty of such wares when you arrived here, but that doesn’t mean that it hasn’t housed shipments of weapons in the past. And not only weapons; Meto also mentioned seeing stacks of shields and helmets. I hear that some of the Spartacans are reduced to wearing dried melon husks for helmets. Spartacus has a desperate need for well-made armour.’

Crassus glared at me and took a deep breath, but did not speak.

‘I also hear that Spartacus has forbidden the use of money among his men. They’re a nation without currency. The necessities of life they take from the land and the people on it, but they have no use for luxuries. Everything is shared. Spartacus believes that money will only corrupt his warriors. To what better use could he put all the pretty coins and trinkets he’s accumulated than to smuggle them outside his zone of influence in return for things that he and his warriors truly need – things like swords, shields, helmets, and spears?’

Crassus considered for a long moment. ‘But it couldn’t have been Lucius who dumped these things off the pier,’ he objected. ‘You’ve just told me that you heard them being dropped into the water on the night you arrived. You said that whoever was doing it then attacked and tried to drown you. It certainly wasn’t Lucius, unless you believe that his shade was stalking you on the pier that night.’

‘No, not his shade. But perhaps his partner.’

‘A partner? In such a disgusting enterprise?’

‘Perhaps not. Perhaps Lucius was innocent of the affair, and the whole business was being conducted right under his nose, without his knowledge. Perhaps he found out and that’s why he was killed.’

‘My cousin’s nose cast a considerable shadow, but not long enough to hide a business like this. And why do you insist on linking this discovery to his death? You know as well as I that he was murdered by those escaped slaves, Zeno and Alexandros.’

‘Do you honestly believe that, Marcus Crassus? Did you ever believe it? Or is it simply so convenient to your own schemes that you refuse to see any other possibility?’ The words came out in a rush, louder and harsher than I intended. Crassus drew back. The door opened and the guard looked inside. I stepped back from Crassus, biting my tongue.

Crassus dismissed the guard with a wave of his hand. He crossed his arms and paced the room. At length he stopped before one of the shelves and stared at a stack of scrolls.

‘There are more than a few documents missing from Lucius’s record,’ he said in a slow, cautious voice. ‘The log which should account for all the trips taken by the Fury this summer, the inventories of her cargo . . .’

‘Then summon the ship’s captain, or one of her crew.’

‘Lucius dismissed the captain, and the crew, only a few days before I arrived. Why do you think I manned the vessel with Mummius and my own men to fetch you? I’ve sent messengers to look for the captain in Puteoli and Neapolis, but without success. Even so, there’s evidence that Lucius sent the vessel on a number of trips which are not accounted for.’

‘What other documents are missing?’

‘Records to account for all sorts of expenses. Without knowing what was here before, it’s impossible to know what’s missing now.’

‘Then what I say is possible, isn’t it? Lucius Licinius could have been transacting clandestine business without your knowledge. Treasonable business.’

Crassus was silent for a long moment. ‘Yes.’

‘And someone knows of this besides ourselves, because someone was trying to conceal the evidence by hiding the weapons and booty underwater, just as someone cleaned the blood from the statue that killed Lucius – the same person who must have pilfered the incriminating records. Isn’t it far more likely that this person was responsible for Lucius’s death, rather than two harmless slaves who suddenly decided to run off and join Spartacus?’

‘Prove it!’ said Crassus, turning his back to me.

‘And if I can’t?’

‘You still have a day and a night in which to do your work.’

‘What if I fail?’

‘Justice will be done. Retribution will be swift and terrible. I announced my pledge at the funeral, and I intend to fulfil it.’

‘But, Marcus Crassus, the death of ninety-nine innocent slaves, to no purpose—’

‘Everything I do,’ he said slowly, emphasizing each word, ‘has a purpose.’

‘Yes. I know.’ I bowed my head in defeat. I tried to think of some final argument. Crassus walked to one of the windows and gazed out at the funeral guests who milled about in the courtyard.

‘The little slave boy – Meto, you call him – is running about, announcing to the guests that the banquet is about to begin,’ he said quietly. ‘It’s time to trade our black garments for white. You’ll excuse me while I go to my room and change, Gordianus.’

‘One last word, Marcus Crassus. If it comes to the crisis – if what you have determined comes to pass – I ask that you consider the honesty of the slave Apollonius. He might have kept his discovery of the silver a secret—’

‘Why, when he’s scheduled to die tomorrow? The silver is of no value to him.’

‘Still, if you could see your way to pardon him, and perhaps the boy Meto—’

‘Neither of these slaves has done anything of extraordinary merit.’

‘But if you could show mercy—’

‘Rome is in no mood for mercy. I think you will leave me now, Gordianus.’ While I left the room he stood stock-still, his arms crossed, his shoulders stiff, staring through the window at nothing. Just before I stepped through the door, I saw him turn and gaze at the little pile of silver coins I had left on the table. His eye glimmered and I watched the corner of his mouth quiver and bend into what might have been a smile.



 

The atrium was once again crowded with guests, some still in black, some already changed into white for the banquet. I made my way through the crush, ascended the steps, and walked towards my room.

The little hallway was deserted and quiet. The door to my room was slightly ajar. As I drew close I heard strange noises from within. I paused, trying to make sense of them. It might have been the sound of a small animal in pain, or the nonsensical babbling of an idiot with his tongue cut out. My first thought was that Iaia had committed some further sorcery in my room, and I approached cautiously.

I looked through the narrow opening and saw Eco seated before the mirror, contorting his face and emitting a series of uncouth noises. He stopped, scrutinized himself in the mirror, and tried again.

He was trying to speak.

I drew back. I took a deep breath. I walked halfway up the hall, then banged my elbow against the wall, to make a noise so that he would hear. I walked back to the room.

I found Eco inside, no longer before the mirror but sitting stiffly on his bed. He looked up at me as I stepped inside and smiled crookedly, then frowned and quickly looked out of the window. I saw him swallow and reach up to touch his throat, as if it hurt.

‘Did Crassus’s guards come to take your place at the boathouse?’ I said.

He nodded.

‘Good. Look, here on my bed, our white garments for the banquet, neatly laid out for us. It should be a sumptuous feast.’

Eco nodded. He looked out the window again. His eyes were hot and shiny. He bit his lip, blinked, and drew in a shallow breath. Something glistened wetly on his cheek, but he quickly brushed it away.




XIX

 



 

 

 

The banquet was held in three large, connected rooms along the eastern side of the house, each with a view of the bay. The guests flowed in like a tide of white sea foam. The murmur of the crowd hummed in the high-ceilinged rooms like a faint ocean roar.

As his final duty, the Designator assigned the seating and saw that a slave showed each guest to his place. Crassus, resplendent in white and gold, held court in the northernmost room, where he was joined by Fabius, Mummius, Orata, and the more important businessmen and politicians from the various towns around the Cup. Gelina presided over the central room, with Metrobius at her side, surrounded by Iaia and Olympias and the more prominent female guests.

To the third room, the biggest and the farthest from the kitchens, belonged those of us who belonged nowhere else, the junior partners and second sons, the leftovers and hangers-on. I was amused to see Dionysius assigned to our company; he balked when the slave showed him to his couch, quietly demanded to see the Designator, and was then summarily sent back to his place across the room from Eco and me, stuck away in a corner, not even beside a window. In any normal circumstance the household’s resident philosopher would have been seated close to the master or mistress. I suspected it was Crassus who had instructed the Designator to stick Dionysius away in a dark corner, as a deliberate snub. He truly despised the philosopher.

Since the time was as near to midday as evening, Dionysius elected to have his green potion before rather than after the meal. To assuage his dignity, he made quite a show of demanding it immediately and was unnecessarily rude to the young slave girl who ran to the kitchens to fetch it for him. A few moments later she returned with trembling hands and set the cup on the little table in front of him.

I looked around the room, at the various couches clustered about the little tables. I saw no one I knew. Eco was pensive and withdrawn and had no appetite. I was content to nibble at the delicacies placed before me and contemplate my course of action over the remaining hours.

From where I lay, I could see straight into the farther rooms. If I rose onto my elbow I could glimpse Crassus sipping his wine and conferring with Sergius Orata. It was Orata who had first told me that Lucius Licinius had come into unexplained wealth; did he know more than he had told me? Could he indeed have been the shadowy partner involved in Lucius’s smuggling scheme? With his round, blandly self-satisfied face, he hardly looked capable of murder, but I have often found that rich men are capable of anything.

Marcus Mummius, reclining close to Crassus, looked nervous and unhappy – and why not, considering that all his pleas for the salvation of Apollonius had been rebuffed by Crassus? It struck me as unlikely that Mummius could have been Lucius’s shadow partner, given the bad blood between them over the matter of Apollonius. Yet it occurred to me that Mummius could have ridden up from the camp at Lake Lucrinus and back again on the night of the murder. What if he had done so, to give himself a chance to approach Lucius again about buying the slave? If Lucius was half as stubborn as his cousin, he would have refused once more to sell the slave; could that have sent Mummius into a murderous rage? If so, then by killing Lucius, Mummius would have inadvertently set in motion the destruction of the very person he desired, the young Apollonius – and the only way to save the boy would be to admit his own guilt. What a pit of misery that would plunge him into!

My eye fell on Crassus’s ‘left arm’, Faustus Fabius of the haughty jaw and the flaming hair. He had met Lucius Licinius on the same occasions as Mummius, and thus had had the opportunity and the connections to have become Lucius’s shadow partner and to embark on what must have been a fabulously lucrative, if extraordinarily dangerous, enterprise. Mummius had told me that Fabius came from a patrician family of limited means, but of his character I knew very little; such men face the world wearing masks more rigid than the waxen masks of their dead ancestors. The Fabii had been present at the birth of the Republic; they had been among the first elected consuls, the first to wear the toga trimmed with purple and to sit in the ivory chair of state wrested from the kings. It seemed presumptuous even to suspect a man of such high birth of treachery and murder, but then, such traits must run in the blood of patricians, or else how did their ancestors pull down the kings, stamp down their fellow Romans, and become patricians in the first place?

Nearer at hand, in the middle room, my eyes fell on Gelina. She seemed the least likely candidate of all. Everything indicated that her love for her husband had been genuine, and that her grief was deep. Iaia, however low her opinion of Lucius, also seemed unlikely; besides, she and Olympias had been in Cumae on the night of the murder, or so I had been told. Would any of the women in the house, even Olympias, have had the strength to smash Lucius’s skull with the heavy statuette, and then to drag his body into the atrium? Or to carry the bundles of weapons from the boathouse to the pier, and to knock me into the water?

The same might be asked of Metrobius, given his age, but he bore watching. He had been a part of Sulla’s inner circle, and thus could possess few scruples, even about murder. He was a man who held long and festering grudges, as I knew from his tirade against Mummius. Retired from the stage, bereft of his lifelong benefactor, deprived by the passing years of his legendary beauty, in what secret pursuits did he invest his restless energies? He was devoted to Gelina and had despised Lucius; could he have used Gelina’s misery as an excuse to kill her husband? Was he the shadow partner? His hatred for Lucius wouldn’t necessarily have kept him from investing a part of his accumulated fortune in Lucius’s schemes. It was even possible, I thought, that he might have foreseen Crassus’s decision to annihilate the slaves, including Apollonius, as a consequence of the murder; thus, by killing Lucius and letting events take their course, he could wreak a terrible revenge on Mummius. But was even his subtle and conniving mind capable of such a vicious and convoluted plot?

Of course, despite my discoveries at the boathouse and all evidence to the contrary, it could still be that—

‘It was the slaves who did it! Knocked off half of Lucius’s head and then ran off to Spartacus!’

For an instant I thought it was a god who spoke, reprimanding me for my lurid speculations and reminding me of the one possibility I refused to consider. Then I recognized the voice, which came from the couch behind me. It was the man I had overheard gossiping with his wife at the funeral. They were gossiping again.

‘But remember Crassus’s oration? The slaves won’t go unpunished – and a good thing!’ said the woman, smacking her lips. ‘One has to draw a line. Slaves of the lower sort can never be relied upon to know their place; let them witness an atrocity such as this one in their own household and they’re spoiled forever – no use to anyone for anything. Once they’ve seen another of their kind get away with murder, from that point on you can never turn your back on them. Best to put them out of their misery, I say, and if you can turn that to setting a good example for other slaves, then all the better! That Marcus Crassus knows the right way to do things!’

‘Well, he certainly knows how to run his own affairs,’ the man agreed. ‘His wealth speaks for that. They say he wants the command against Spartacus, and I hope those fools in the Senate for once have the wisdom to give the right job to the right man. He’s a tough nut, no doubt about that; it takes a hard man to put a household of his own slaves to death, and that’s just the sort we need right now – a stern hand to deal with the Thracian monster! My dear, could you pass me one of those green olives? And perhaps a spoonful more of the apple sauce for my calf’s brains? Delicious! Alas, that Crassus should have to put such splendid cooks to death, as well!’

‘But he’s going to do it, even so. That’s what I’ve heard – and poor, pitiful Gelina shaking her head the whole time and wishing it wasn’t so. She’s always had a soft heart, just like Lucius had a soft head, and you see what’s come of that! But not Marcus Crassus – hard head and an even harder heart. He allows not a single exception to Roman justice, and that’s as it should be. You can’t make exceptions in times like these.’

‘No, you certainly can’t. But a man would have to be as unflinching as Cato to put to death a cook who can create a dish as exquisite as this.’ The man smacked his lips.

‘Shhh! Don’t speak the word.’

‘What word?’

‘Death. Can’t you see the serving girl is just over there?’

‘So?’

‘It’s bad luck to say the word out loud where a doomed slave can hear.’

They were quiet for a moment, then the woman spoke again. ‘Draughty in here, isn’t it?’

‘Now, woman, don’t start . . .’

‘The food gets cold having to come so far from the kitchens.’

‘I think you’re eating fast enough that you needn’t worry about that.’

‘Well, even so, that self-satisfied Designator might have put us in one of the better rooms if you’d had the nerve to ask, as I told you to.’

‘My dear, don’t start on that again. The food’s the same, I’m sure, and you can’t complain about that.’

‘The food, maybe, but you can’t say the same for the company. You’re twice as rich as anybody in this room! We really should have been put closer to Crassus, or at least in the middle room with Gelina.’

‘There are only so many rooms and so many couches,’ sighed the man. ‘And there are more people here than I’ve seen at a funeral banquet in many a year. Still, you have a point about the people in this room. Not exactly the cream, are they? Look over there, at that philosopher fellow who lives here. Dionysius, I think he’s called.’

‘Yes, like half the Greek philosophers in Italy,’ the woman grunted. ‘This one’s not particularly distinguished, from what I hear.’

‘Strictly second-rate, they say. I can’t imagine why Lucius kept him on; I suppose Gelina picked him out, and there’s no accounting for her taste, except in the matter of cooks. With Lucius gone, he’ll be hard-pressed to find a situation as comfortable as this one. Who needs a second-rate philosopher about the house, especially a Stoic, when there are so many good Epicureans to choose from, especially here on the Cup? A disagreeable fellow – and rather uncouth as well. Just look at him! Making faces and sticking out his tongue like that – really, you’d think he was only half-civilized!’

‘Yes, I see what you mean. He’s making quite a spectacle of himself, isn’t he? More like a buffoon than a polymath.’

Dionysius hardly seemed the type to display bad table manners, even if he was piqued at his placement. I turned my head to have a look for myself. He did indeed appear to be making faces, wrinkling his nose and pushing his tongue in and out of his mouth.

‘But he does look funny,’ the woman admitted. ‘Like one of those hideous masks in a comedy!’ She started to laugh, and her husband joined her.

But Dionysius was not striving for comic effect. He clutched at his throat and pitched forward on his couch with a spastic jerk. He sucked in a wheezing breath and then, with his tongue half out of his mouth, tried to speak. The garbled words were barely audible from where I sat. ‘My tongue,’ he gasped, ‘on fire!’ And then: ‘Air! Air!’

By now others had begun to notice him. The slaves stopped serving and the guests turned their heads to watch as Dionysius went into convulsions. He drew his arms stiffly to his chest, as if trying to control the spasms, and kept pushing out his tongue, as if he could not bear to have it in his mouth.

‘Is he choking?’ asked the woman.

‘I don’t think so,’ said her husband, who then snorted in disapproval. ‘Really, this is too much!’ he protested, as Dionysius bent forward and began to vomit onto the little table set before his couch.

A number of guests sprang to their feet. The commotion spread gradually into the middle room, like a ripple passing through a pond. Gelina frowned anxiously and turned her head. A moment later the whispers spread to the far room, where Crassus, laughing at one of Orata’s jokes, turned and peered quizzically through the doorways. I caught his eye and waved at him urgently. Gelina rose to her feet. She hurried towards me. Crassus followed with measured steps.

They both arrived in time to witness the philosopher disgorge another spume of greenish bile onto a tray of what had been calf’s brains with apple sauce, while a semicircle of alarmed guests looked on. I pushed my way through the crowd. Just as I stepped next to Crassus, the guests wrinkled their noses in unison and stepped back a pace. The philosopher had soiled himself.

Crassus made a face at the smell. Gelina hovered at the philosopher’s side, trying to help but afraid to touch him. Dionysius suddenly convulsed and catapulted forward from his couch, falling against the little table of delicacies. The crowd drew back to avoid the flying calf’s brains and bile.

The cup that had held Dionysius’s herbal concoction tumbled through the air and landed at my feet with a clang. I knelt, picked it up and peered inside. There was nothing to see but a few green drops; Dionysius had drained it dry.

Crassus clutched my arm with a bruising grip. ‘What in Hades is happening?’ he demanded, clenching his teeth.

‘Murder, I think. Perhaps Zeno and Alexandros strike again?’

Crassus was not amused.
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‘One disaster follows another!’ Crassus stopped pacing long enough to stare at me with one eyebrow raised, as if holding me responsible for complicating his life. ‘For once I think I shall actually be glad to get back to the relative calm and security of Rome. This place is accursed!’

‘I agree, Marcus Crassus. But cursed by whom?’ I glanced at the corpse of Dionysius, which lay sprawled on the library floor where Crassus had ordered his men to put it for want of a better place, simply to get it out of sight of the dinner guests. Eco stood peering down at the dead man’s contorted face, apparently fascinated by the way that Dionysius’s tongue refused to recede into his mouth.

Crassus pinched his nose and made a wave of dismissal. ‘Take it away!’ he shouted to one of his bodyguards.

‘But where shall we put him, Marcus Crassus?’

‘Anywhere! Find Mummius and ask him what to do – just get the body out of here! Now that I no longer have to listen to the fool, I certainly don’t intend to put up with his stench.’ He fixed his stare on me. ‘Poison, Gordianus?’

‘An obvious deduction, given the symptoms and circumstances.’

‘Yet the rooms were full of other people eating. No one else was affected.’

‘Because no one else drank from Dionysius’s cup. He had a peculiar habit of drinking some herbal concoction before his midday meal and again with his dinner.’

Crassus blinked and shrugged. ‘Yes, I remember hearing him extol the virtues of rue and silphium at other meals. Another of his irritating affectations.’

‘And an ideal opportunity for anyone who might wish to poison him – a drink which he alone ingests, and always at a prescribed time and place. You must agree now, Marcus Crassus, that there is a murderer at large, here in this house. Quite likely it’s the same person who murdered Lucius, since only last night Dionysius publicly pledged to expose that person. This could hardly have been the work of Alexandros or Zeno.’

‘And why not? Zeno may be dead, but we still don’t know where Alexandros is, or with whom he might be in contact. No doubt he has confederates in the household, among the kitchen slaves.’

‘Yes, perhaps he does have friends in this house,’ I said, but I was not thinking of slaves.

‘Obviously, it was a mistake for me to allow any of the slaves to go on serving Gelina. As soon as the dinner is finished and the overnight guests are seen to their quarters, I shall have every slave rounded up and locked into the annexe. It would have to be done in the morning, anyway. Fabius!’ He called to Faustus Fabius, who had been waiting in the hall, and issued instructions. Fabius nodded coolly and left the room without even looking at me.

I shook my head wearily. ‘Why do you think it was one of the slaves who poisoned Dionysius, Marcus Crassus?’

‘Who else had access to the kitchens, where no one would notice? I suppose that’s where Dionysius kept his herbs.’

‘All sorts of people have been in and out of the kitchens all day. People were half-starved from waiting for dinner; guests dropped by to filch food or sent slaves to do it for them long before the meal began; the kitchen slaves were rushing about and could hardly be expected to take note of everyone who stepped in their way. And you’re mistaken, Crassus; Dionysius gathered his herbs himself and kept them in his room. He sent fresh batches down to the kitchens to be prepared each day; he usually bundled them up first thing in the morning and gave them to a kitchen slave, but today he didn’t deliver them until after the funeral. That means the herbs could have been tampered with in Dionysius’s room this morning, while everyone was busy preparing for the funeral.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘Because while you and your men were gathering up Dionysius’s body and bringing it here, I asked a few questions of the serving girl who brought him the drink tonight. She says that he brought the herbs to the kitchen after returning from the funeral. As usual, they were already mixed and crushed and gathered up in a scrap of cloth. Apparently Dionysius made quite a ritual of measuring and preparing them in advance. She herself added the watercress and grape leaves, then boiled and strained the concoction just before the meal.’

‘She could have added the poison as well,’ Crassus insisted. ‘You must know something of poisons, Gordianus. What do you think it was?’

‘I would guess aconitum.’

‘Panther’s-death?’

‘Some people call it that. It’s said to be palatable, so he might not have noticed it in his concoction. It’s the fastest of poisons. The symptoms match – a burning in the tongue, choking, convulsions, vomiting, loosening of the bowels, death. But who,’ I wondered aloud, ‘would have known enough of such things to have obtained the poison and administered a proper dose?’ I glanced at Eco, who pursed his lips. He had napped while I browsed through the various herbs and extracts in the house of Iaia at Cumae, but I had told him about them later.

Crassus stretched his shoulders and grimaced. ‘I hate funerals. Even worse than funerals are funeral games. At least this will all be over tomorrow.’

‘If only Dionysius had been able to tell us what he knew about the murder of Lucius,’ I said, ‘if indeed he knew anything at all. I should like to have a look in his rooms.’

‘Certainly.’ Crassus shrugged. His mind had already wandered to other matters.

I found the boy Meto in the atrium and instructed him to show us to the philosopher’s chambers. We passed the dining rooms. The meal had abruptly ended with the death of Dionysius and the withdrawal of the host and hostess, but many of the guests still lingered among the tables and couches. I paused and searched the crowd.

‘Who are you looking for?’ asked Meto.

‘Iaia and her assistant Olympias.’

‘The painter lady left already,’ he said. ‘Right after the philosopher started having his fit.’

‘Left the room?’

‘Left the house, for her own house at Cumae. I know, because she sent me to the stables to see that their horses were ready.’

‘Too bad,’ I said. ‘I should very much like to talk with her.’

Meto led us farther up the hall and around a corner. ‘Here it is,’ he said, indicating the door to Dionysius’s rooms.

The apartment consisted of two small rooms separated by a hanging curtain. In the outer room a round table was surrounded by chairs, set beside a window that faced the low wooded hills on the west. A clay urn was set atop a small table in one corner. When I lifted the lid I smelled the mingled scents of rue, silphium, and garlic. ‘Dionysius’s concoction. Poisoned or not, it should all be burned or emptied into the bay to be sure it harms no one else.’

The inner room, furnished with a Stoic’s austerity, contained only a sleeping couch, a hanging lamp, and a large trunk.

‘Not much to see,’ I remarked to Eco, ‘unless something has been hidden out of sight.’ I started to open the trunk and found that it was clasped shut with a lock that required a key. ‘We could break it open, I suppose. I doubt that Crassus would object, and we can ask the shade of Dionysius to forgive us. Indeed, it looks to me as if someone has already tried to force it open, and failed. See the scratches, and this scarred strip of metal, Eco? We shall need a strong, slender bar of steel to pry it open.’

‘Why not use the key?’ suggested Meto.

‘Because we don’t have it,’ I said.

Meto smiled mischievously, then flattened himself on the floor, wriggled under the couch and emerged clutching a simple brass key in his tiny fist.

I threw up my hands. ‘Meto, you are invaluable! Every household needs a slave like you.’ He grinned and hovered over me as I stopped to fit the key into the lock. ‘Indeed, Meto, I think you will grow up to be like those slaves in Plautus’s plays, the ones who always know what’s going on when their masters are too stupid or love-struck to see the truth.’ Whoever had tried to force the lid had jammed the lock as well, so that I had to jiggle the key. ‘Plautus’s clever slaves always come in for a chiding from their jealous masters, but the world could never manage without them. Ah – there, it’s open! “What treasures did the philosopher find so valuable that he locked them safely away, I wonder?’

I pushed the lid up. Eco sucked in a breath. Meto started back.

‘Blood!’ he whispered.

‘Yes,’ I agreed, ‘most assuredly, blood.’ Atop the other scrolls that had been unrolled and laid flat within the trunk was a strip of parchment covered with tiny, crabbed writing, over which had been cast a great, spattered stain of blood.

 

‘The missing documents?’ I asked.

Back in the library, Crassus pored over the flattened sheets one by one. Finally he nodded. ‘Yes, there are the records I was searching for, together with others I had no idea existed, full of all sorts of irregularities and cryptic references – expenditures and amounts received, itemized in some sort of secret code. I shall have to take them back to Rome with me after the funeral games. There’s no way to make sense of it all without considerable time and study; perhaps my chief accountant can decode them.’

‘I saw that the notation “A Friend” recurs several times, always connected to a sum of money, often a rather large sum. You don’t suppose that could be a record of investments and disbursements relating to Lucius’s silent partner?’

Crassus gave me a disgruntled look. ‘What I really want to know is what these documents were doing in Dionysius’s room.’

‘I have a theory,’ I said.

‘I’m sure you do.’

‘We know that Dionysius wanted to solve Lucius’s murder, if only to impress you with his cleverness. Suppose he was ahead of us when it came to noticing the bloodstains on the statue that was used to kill Lucius, and had already concluded, even before I arrived, that Lucius was murdered in this room. Suppose also that he had some inkling of Lucius’s shady dealings; after all, he lived in the house and might very well have noticed the flow of silver and arms, no matter how secretive Lucius might have been.’

Crassus nodded. ‘Go on.’

‘Knowing these things, he must have purloined these documents himself, before you had a chance to find them, taking them from this room to his own where he could peruse them in secret and search for clues to the murderer’s identity.’

‘Perhaps. But how do you account for this?’ He pointed to the bloodstained scroll.

‘Lucius must have been looking at it when he was killed. It must have been open, here on this table.’

‘And the murderer, who was so careful to drag Lucius’s body into the atrium, left this document for Dionysius to find the next time he came into the library? It seems to me that the killer would have destroyed it rather than leave it for Dionysius to ferret away. This would indicate that the document has nothing to do with the murder.’

Crassus stared at me grimly, then slowly smiled when he saw that I had no answer. He shook his head and laughed softly. ‘I will say this, Gordianus – you are tenacious! If it makes you feel better, I’ll admit that I myself am not entirely satisfied with what we know of the circumstances surrounding Lucius’s death. It does appear, from the evidence you found in the water and from these documents, that my dear, foolish, accursed cousin was involved in smuggling weapons to someone – yes, perhaps even to Spartacus. But that only weakens your case and strengthens mine.’

‘I don’t see it that way, Marcus Crassus.’

‘Don’t you? When word arrived that I was coming on short notice, Lucius panicked and tried to sever his contacts with the representatives of Spartacus, the customers who bought his stockpile of weapons. Seeing they would get no more out of Lucius, they set about taking their revenge on him. Who could these criminals, these agents of Spartacus, have been? Who else but Zeno and the Thracian Alexandros, who were nothing less than Spartacan spies in this household. Yes, I see it quite clearly now – hear me out, Gordianus!

‘They confronted Lucius here in the library, in the dead of night. Zeno, who helped keep his master’s books, produced these various documents exposing Lucius’s perfidy, and threatened to betray him to me if he didn’t continue to smuggle arms to Spartacus. But even blackmail would not sway Lucius; he had decided to sever his ties with the Spartacans, and he would not be intimidated. So Zeno and Alexandros murdered him, using the statue, just as you said. To make his death more public, they dragged his body into the atrium and began to scrape out the name of their master, Spartacus.

‘Ah, but Dionysius was up late that night, mulling over whatever it is that second-rate philosophers mull over in the middle of the night. There was some scroll or other that he needed to fetch from Lucius’s library. He must have made a noise, which disturbed the assassins and sent them flying, before they could finish carving the full name of their master. Dionysius enters the library and sees the bloody scroll. He goes into the atrium and finds the body. But instead of raising an alarm, he concocts a scheme to further his own career. He knows that I’ll be arriving the next day; without Lucius, he has no patron, but if he could somehow attach himself to me, all would be to his benefit. He thinks he can impress me by providing a solution to the murder. He studies the bloodstained document, comprehends its import, and looks through the other scrolls for similarly incriminating evidence. He takes them all back to his room to decipher and piece together at his leisure.’

‘But why didn’t he tell you these things sooner?’ I protested.

‘Perhaps he planned to reveal all he knew at the funeral games tomorrow, thinking his eloquence could compete with the blood and drama in the arena. Or perhaps he was dissatisfied because there were still some scraps of evidence he couldn’t quite piece together; after all, he wanted his presentation to me to be as impressive as possible. Or—’

Crassus’s eyes lit up. ‘Yes!’ he cried. ‘Dionysius was on the trail of Alexandros and wanted to deliver the slave to me in person – yes, that solves everything! After all, who else would have poisoned him, expect Alexandros, or another of the slaves acting to protect Alexandros? Dionysius must have discovered Alexandros’s hiding place, and intended to deliver him publicly to me for the execution tomorrow, together with all the evidence he had uncovered.’ Crassus shook his head ruefully. ‘I’ll admit it would have been quite a coup for the old buzzard – a chance for him to show off in front of everyone gathered for the games. I’d have had a hard time begrudging him a place in my retinue after that. So the buzzard turned out to be a fox!’

‘A dead fox,’ I said dully.

‘Yes, and silent forever. Too bad he can’t tell me where to find Alexandros. I should dearly love to have that scoundrel in my hands tomorrow. I’d lash him to a cross and burn him alive for the crowd’s amusement.’ His eyes glinted cruelly, and he was suddenly angry. ‘Do you see now, Gordianus, how you’ve wasted my time and your own, chasing after this illusion that the slaves were innocent? You should have been setting your cleverness to catching Alexandros for me and bringing him to justice, but instead you’ve let the fiend commit another murder in front of your very eyes!’

He began to pace furiously. ‘You’re a sentimental fool, Gordianus. I’ve met your type before, always trying to intercede between a slave and his just deserts, turning squeamish at the ugliness that’s sometimes required to maintain Roman law and order. Well, you’ve done your best to stand in the way of justice in this case, and, by Jupiter, you’ve failed. Call yourself the Finder, indeed!’

He began to shout. ‘We have your ineptitude to thank for Dionysius’s death and for the fact that the murderer Alexandros is still at large. Get out! I have no use for such incompetence! When I get back to Rome I shall make you the laughing stock of the city. See if anyone ever comes seeking the services of the so-called Finder again!’

‘Marcus Crassus—’

‘Out!’ In his fury he seized the documents that littered the table, crushed them in his fists and threw them at me. They missed, but one of them struck Eco in the face. ‘And don’t show yourself to me again unless you can bring me the slave Alexandros in chains, ready to be crucified for his crimes!’

 

‘The man is more unsure of himself than ever,’ I whispered to Eco as we walked towards our room. ‘The strain of the funeral, the bloodshed that looms tomorrow – he’s become overwrought . . .’

Suddenly I realized that my face was hot and my heart was beating fast. My mouth was so dry I could hardly swallow. Was it Marcus Crassus I was talking about, or was it myself?

I took a few steps and stopped. Eco looked up at me quizzically and touched my sleeve, asking what we should do next. I bit my Up, suddenly confused and disoriented. Eco drew his brows together in an expression of concern. I couldn’t meet his eyes.

What was there left to do? I had been in constant motion for days, always able to glimpse the next step, and now I suddenly found myself adrift. Perhaps Crassus was right, and my defence of the slaves had been a sentimental folly all along. Even if he was wrong, my time was almost up and I had nothing to offer him – except for the fact that I knew, or thought I knew, who had poisoned Dionysius, just as I thought I knew where the slave Alexandros was hiding. If I could do nothing else, at least I might discover the truth, for my own satisfaction.

In our room I produced the two daggers I had brought from Rome and handed one to Eco. He looked at me, wide-eyed. ‘Things may come to a crisis very suddenly,’ I said. ‘I think it best that we arm ourselves. The time has come to confront certain persons with this.’ I pulled out the bloodstained cloak from where I had hidden it among our things. I rolled it up tightly and tucked it under my arm. ‘We should bring cloaks for ourselves, as well. The night is likely to be chilly. Now, to the stables!’

We walked quickly down the hall, down the stairway, and through the atrium. We stepped through the front doorway into the courtyard. The sun had just begun to sink behind the low hills to the west.

We found Meto in the stables, attending to the horses for the night. I told him to prepare mounts for Eco and me.

‘But it’s getting dark,’ he protested.

‘It will get even darker before I find my way back.’

We were mounted and ready to begin, pausing in front of the stables, when Faustus Fabius and an armed cordon of guards passed through the courtyard. Between the ranks of soldiers, in single file, walked the last of the household slaves on their way to the annexe.

They walked silently, meekly. Some had their heads bowed, weeping. Others looked about with wide, frightened eyes. Among them I saw Apollonius, who walked with his eyes straight ahead, his jaw tightly clenched.

It seemed to me that the villa was being drained of its lifeblood. All those who gave the great house its animation, who kept it in motion from dawn to dusk, were being emptied from its corridors – the barbers and cooks, the stokers of fires and openers of doors, the servitors and attendants.

‘You there, boy!’ yelled Fabius.

Meto shrank back against my mount, clutching at my leg. His hands trembled.

My mouth went dry. ‘The boy is with me, Faustus Fabius. I’m on an errand for Crassus, and I need him.’

Faustus Fabius waved for the contingent to continue to the annexe and stepped towards us. ‘I hardly think that’s the case, Gordianus.’ He gave me one of his aloof, patrician smiles. ‘The story I hear is that you and Marcus have parted ways for good, and he’d just as soon see your head on a platter as on your shoulders. I doubt you should even be allowed to take his horses from the stables. Where are you headed, anyway – just in case Crassus should ask.’

‘Cumae.’

‘Is it as bad as that, Gordianus, that you need to ask the Sibyl for help, and with night falling? Or does your son want a last look at the beautiful Olympias?’ When I made no answer, he shrugged. An odd expression crossed his face, and I realized that a bit of the bloodstained cloak, folded and concealed beneath my own cloak, had slipped into view. I moved to cover it with my elbow.

‘At any rate, the boy comes with me,’ Fabius said.

He grabbed Meto’s shoulder, but the child refused to let go of my leg. Fabius pulled harder and Meto began to squeal. Slaves and guards turned their faces towards us. Eco grew agitated; his mount began to neigh and stamp.

I whispered through my teeth, ‘Have mercy on the boy, Faustus Fabius! Let him come with me – I’ll leave him with Iaia in Cumae. Crassus will never know!’

Fabius relaxed his grip. Meto, shivering, released my leg and reached up to wipe his eyes. Fabius smiled thinly.

‘The gods will thank you, Faustus Fabius,’ I whispered. I reached down to scoop the child onto the horse’s back, but Fabius swiftly pulled him away and stepped back, gripping him tightly.

Fabius shook his head. ‘The slave belongs to Crassus,’ he said. He turned and pushed Meto, stumbling and looking desperately back over his shoulder, toward the other slaves.

I watched dumbly until the last guard disappeared around the corner of the stables. Twilight covered the earth and the first stars glimmered above. At last I spurred my mount and set out. To any god who might happen to be listening, I said a prayer that morning would never come.
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We would have been wiser, I chided myself afterwards, to have taken the road to Cumae rather than the shortcut through the hills that Olympias had shown us. It was on such nights, I imagine, that lemures escape from Hades, rise like vapour from Lake Avernus, and go walking through the fog, spreading the chill of death through the forest and across the barren hills. The presence of the walking dead is attenuated and weak when compared to the vivid, blood-rich fecundity of living matter, like the paleness of a candle when seen beside the sun. But in certain times and places, as on battlefields or around the entrances to the underworld, the spirits of the dead are so concentrated that they can become as palpable as living flesh – or so the phenomenon has been explained by those wiser than myself in such matters. I only know that death stalked the way to Cumae that night, and that those it claimed would not have far to go to be sucked into the mouth of Hades.

It was not hard to find our way, at first. We had no difficulty reaching the main road from the villa, and Eco’s sharp eyes spotted the narrow trail that branched towards the west. Even in twilight the way looked familiar. We passed through the stand of trees onto the bald ridge. Off to the north I saw the camp fires of Crassus’s soldiers clustered around Lake Lucrinus. Faint sounds of singing rose from the valley below. Beneath the rising moonlight I could make out the hulking mass of the arena. Its high wooden walls shone dully, like the hide of a slumbering behemoth; tomorrow it would awaken and devour its prey.

It was after we entered the woods and darkness fell that I became less certain of our way. I had forgotten how faint the path became, and how quickly. Without sunlight there was no way to be certain of the direction. The full moon was still low in the sky, and the blue glow it cast through the woods created a strange, confused jumble of light and shadow. Wisps of fog coiled around us, whether sea fog or vapours rising from the damp earth, I could not tell. Perhaps the wisps were not fog at all, but the wavering, half-glimpsed spirits of the uneasy dead.

The stench of sulphur grew heavy on the dank air. Far away a wolf howled. Another joined it, and then a third, so near us that I gave a start. Three voices howling, like the three heads of Cerberus. The night was colder than I had expected. I pulled my cloak more tightly around my shoulders. I thought of the cloak I carried under my arm, and worried that the wolves could smell the blood that stained it, and that it drew them nearer. For a brief moment I thought I heard horses behind us, then decided it was only our echo.

I pressed on, less and less certain that I knew the way. At last we came to a vaguely familiar spot where the sky opened above and the horses’ hooves clacked against hard stone. My horse hesitated but I urged him on. He hesitated again, then Eco grabbed my arm from behind and made a gulping noise of distress. I let out a gasp.

We stood on the verge of the precipice overlooking Lake Avernus. A gust of sulphurous heat blew against my face, like the foul breath of Pluto himself. In the stillness I heard the wheezing and belching of the fumaroles, and in my mind’s eye I saw the hapless dead struggling like drowning men amid the scalding muck far below. The moon rose above the treetops and cast a sickly blue light across the waste. In that illusory glow I saw the pocked, scarred face of a monster too huge to comprehend, and then, as the light shifted imperceptibly and the fumaroles opened and closed, I saw a vast bowl teeming with maggots the size of men. From the distant woods across the lake, visible only in jagged silhouette, I heard the barking of three dogs together.

‘Cerberus is loose tonight,’ I whispered. ‘Anything might happen.’

Eco made an odd, stifled noise. I bit my tongue, cursing myself for frightening him. I took a deep breath, despite the stench of sulphur, and turned towards him.

The blow descended and sent me flying head first from my horse.

Eco’s stifled noise had been a warning. The blow came from behind and landed square between my shoulder blades. Even as I fell, I wondered why the assassin chose to cudgel rather than stab me, and I could only conclude that Eco had somehow managed to deflect his blow. Perhaps it was an elbow that struck me, or the pommel of a sword.

The palms of my hands struck the hard rock and went scraping over it. Some other part of me struck next, probably my hip, to judge from the bruises I noticed later. I scrambled forward, to the very brink of the precipice.

A hard kick landed against my ribs and sent me lurching halfway over the stone lip. Then I knew why I hadn’t been stabbed, as I could have been so easily, caught unawares: why leave evidence of murder when you can simply throw a man over a cliff to his death? Or perhaps it didn’t matter how they killed me; if they intended to dispose of me afterwards by casting my body into the fiery lake, I would be swallowed whole by Pluto, bones and all.

I felt the breath of Pluto hot on my face, and reared back from the precipice. I was kicked square on the buttocks. I held my ground and was kicked again. From somewhere behind me came a noise like the bleating of a slaughtered sheep – Eco, crying out to me.

I rolled to the left, not knowing whether the shelf ended there or not and steeling myself to plunge into empty space. Instead I rolled onto hard stone and scrambled to my feet, spinning toward the assassin. Steel glinted in the moonlight and I dipped my head, just in time; the blade whooshed above me, and the wake of its passing blew through my hair. I reached for the assassin’s arm and caught him off-balance. I never saw a face or even a body, only the forearm I gripped with both hands and twisted at a cruel angle.

He gasped and cursed. He reached with his other arm to take the blade from his useless hand. I kneed him in the groin. His free hand flailed aimlessly, clutching at the sudden pain, and I felt him weaken. There was no way for me to take his knife or to reach for my own. I lurched backwards, pulling him with me, and when I sensed that I had reached the edge of the cliff I spun about with all my strength, forcing him to spin with me, like an acrobat swinging his partner.

There was a sound of feet scuffling against bare rock, and then his forearm was jerked from my grip, as if something incredibly strong grabbed his feet and pulled him straight down. I held him almost too long, and felt myself jerked downward with him. The blade in his fist whipped by and cut my hand. I cried out and then staggered for a long, dizzy moment on the verge. I held out my arms like those of a crucified man, reaching for balance. My knees turned to water.

At that moment the barest shove would have sent me flying over the cliff, or the barest backward tug on my cloak could have pulled me to safety. Where was Eco?

I wheeled my arms wildly in the air and finally folded backwards, landing with a grunt on my backside. I twisted onto my hands and knees and sprang to my feet. My horse stood a little to one side, having backed away from the precipice, but Eco and his mount were nowhere to be seen. Nor was there any sign of another assassin.

The night fog had grown thick, diffusing the growing moonlight and obscuring everything. I stared into the gloom and whispered, ‘Eco?’ I said his name louder, and then shouted: ‘Eco!’ But there was no answer – neither the pitiful, half-human murmur I had heard him make in our room, nor the stifled, strangling sound he had made to warn me. There was only silence, broken by the soughing of the wind in the treetops.

‘Eco!’ I shouted, heedless of alerting whatever other assassins might be lurking in the darkness. ‘Eco!’

I thought I heard noises from far away, or else from nearby but muffled by fog and dense foliage – the clang of metal on metal, a shout, the snorting of a horse. I ran to my horse and mounted him.

I felt abruptly dizzy, so dizzy that I almost fell. My head throbbed. I reached up to press my temple, and felt a slick wetness. Even in the thickening gloom, I could see that the stuff on my fingers was blood. From the cut on my hand, I thought, and then realized that the blade had cut my other hand. Somehow I had struck my head without feeling it – or else the assassin’s blade had swung closer to my scalp than I had realized.

Blood made me remember the cloak. I had dropped it when I fell. I looked about the bare stone and saw it nowhere.

There were more noises from the forest – a whinnying horse, a man shouting. I was confused and unable to think. I rode into the woods, towards the distant noises, but all I could hear was a rushing in my head, louder than the wind in the trees. The fog closed around me like gauze draped over my face.

‘Eco!’ I shouted, suddenly fearful of the silence. The world seemed vast and empty around me.

I rode forward. For all my watching and listening I was as helpless as a man without sight or hearing. The rushing in my head became a roar. The moonlight grew dimmer, pierced by bright, vaporous phantoms that darted in and out of the darkness. Death comes as the end, I thought, remembering an old Egyptian saying Bethesda had taught me. Death came for Lucius Licinius and for Dionysius, as it came for the beloved father and brother of Marcus Crassus, as it had come for all the victims of Sulla and the victims of Sulla’s enemies, as it had come for Sulla himself and for the wizard Eunus, both eaten alive by worms, and would come for Metrobius and Marcus Crassus, for Mummius and even for haughty Faustus Fabius. Death would come for beautiful Apollonius even as it had come for old Zeno, who ended up a half-eaten corpse on the shores of Lake Avernus. Death would come for little Meto, who had hardly lived – if not tomorrow, then another day. I found a curious, cold comfort in these thoughts. Death comes as the end. . . .

Then I remembered Eco.

I could not see or hear – I was blind and deaf, or else the night had turned black and the wind was howling. But I was not mute. I cried out his name: ‘Eco! Eco!’ If he answered, I did not hear. But how could he answer, when he was mute? Something trickled down my cheeks – not blood, but tears.

I fell forward and clutched my horse. He stopped his pacing and stood very still. The howling of the wind died down, but the world was still dark, for I held my eyes tightly shut. At some point everything turned upside down and I found myself lying on the ground amid the drifted leaves and twigs.

Some passing god had heard my prayer, after all. This night would be unending, and morning would never come.
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I opened my eyes to a world that was neither dark nor light. Above me, in the gentle predawn breeze, branches creaked and groaned – or was it my own head cracking open?

I slowly pulled myself upright and sat against the trunk of a tree. My horse was nearby, casually nuzzling among the leaves in search of something to eat. My stomach growled; I groaned at the flashes of pain in my head. I reached up and touched dried blood – enough to make me queasy, but not enough to alarm me. ‘Plenty more where that came from,’ my father used to say when I was a boy and came home bleeding; he was neither Stoic nor stern, but knew how to put an injury in its place.

I stood shakily and took a deep breath, grateful, and not a little surprised, simply to be alive. I called Eco’s name, loud enough for the hills to call it back to me. Shouting sent a thunderclap of pain through my skull. Eco did not appear. The world began to grow lighter.

I could search the woods for him; I could return to the villa. I decided instead to press on to Cumae, without Eco, without the bloodstained cloak. The funeral games would begin in a matter of hours. There was still a slender hope that I might be able to squeeze the truth from those who knew it.

The forest seemed to dwindle and contract in the growing daylight. From where I stood I could see the precipice where the assassin had attacked me; in the opposite direction I could see beyond the trees into the rocky region that surrounded the Sibyl’s cave, and even glimpse a bit of the sea. And yet it had been so easy to lose my way the night before! Night and darkness rob men not just of their sight but of their senses. A blow to the head doesn’t help.

I found the path quickly enough. After a few minutes I left the woods for the rocky maze, darting uneasy glances left and right, more afraid now of finding Eco than of not finding him. Again and again I saw the stump of a tree or a grey clump of rock and imagined it was his body.

No one was yet stirring on the little road that ran through the village of Cumae, but plumes of smoke rose from the houses of the early risers. I came to Iaia’s house at the far edge of the village. No smoke rose from the ovens within; no sound or light issued from the windows. I tethered my horse and walked on.

I found the narrow path that led down to the sea, the same trail from which Olympias had emerged on the afternoon of our visit to the Sibyl. I followed the way downwards through the low brush. It switched back and forth along a steep slope, hemmed in by sheer stone walls. The path grew faint in places and disappeared altogether where it was interrupted by outcrops of weathered stone. A few times I slipped on loose rocks and had to struggle for balance. It was not a trail that anyone was likely to take purely for pleasure or by accident; it would have been more suitable for an adventurous goat than a man, or perhaps for a nimble young woman who had a good reason for taking it.

The trail came to an end amid a jumble of boulders at the water’s edge, closely hemmed in by the sheer stone walls that towered above. The waves pounded the rocks and receded, leaving only a narrow strip of black sand for a momentary beach. I looked about and saw no sign of a cave or fissure. The stain of saltwater and the strange creatures that clung to the stones indicated that the tide could rise considerably higher, swallowing the boulders and leaving no beach at all. If the water now was at only mid tide, then at low tide the waves might ebb enough to uncover a beach a man could properly walk on, at least for a little way beyond the boulders. As it was, I saw no indication of a hidden way into the sheer walls. I had come to a dead end.

And yet, I had seen Olympias come up from this trail carrying a basket that was empty except for a knife and some crusts of bread, and the hem of her riding stola had been wet. I had seen how she blanched when Dionysius insisted on telling the tale of Crassus’s weeks of hiding in the sea cave.

I steeled myself for the cold and stepped over the boulders onto the narrow beach. A moment later the waves came splashing at my feet and swallowed me to the knees, then withdrew, tugging at my ankles. I shivered at the cold and clutched at the stones behind me to keep my balance. The waves receded and then splashed again, higher this time, wetting me to the thighs. I hissed at the cold, forced my fingers to let go of the rock, and stepped forward onto the shifting sand.

I waded out until the water came to my waist. The ebb and flow of the waves pulled at me strongly, and the sand gave way beneath my feet as quickly as I could regain my balance. In such a narrow place, I thought, a man could easily be seized by an undertow and pulled out to deep water in the blink of an eye, disappearing beneath the surface, never to see daylight again.

What was I hoping to find? A miraculous cave that would open in the rock at my whim? There were no secrets here, nothing to see but stone and water. I took another step. The waves rose to my ribs. The water lapped against a slab of stone that peaked from the foam like a turtle’s head, then splashed into my face. Sputtering and clutching myself against the cold, I took another step. The water rose to my chest and then ebbed with a powerful force that threatened to suck me into the depths. I grabbed the stone for balance and felt my feet pulled from beneath me. I clung to the rock as a leaf clings to a branch in a strong wind. The cold took my breath away. For a moment I saw spots before my eyes.

Then the spots vanished and I saw the cave.

It was visible only when the waves receded, and then only for a moment. I saw a jagged black opening cut into the jagged black rock, like the gaping maw of a toothless beast. Foam eddied and poured from the lips, then the waves filled it up again.

Until the tide had ebbed substantially, it would be impossible to enter that hole. Any reasonable man could see as much. But a reasonable man would not be immersed to his neck in cold water, clinging to a slippery stone for dear life in the pale light of early morning.

I managed to release the rock and push myself towards the fissure, and then grabbed hold of the foaming lips and pulled myself inside. The waves came rushing in from behind and I was trapped, unable to go either forward or back while the spray surged around me, whipping seaweed against my face and filling my nose with saltwater. When the waves receded I scrambled forward and hit my head against the low ceiling or rock. That must have been when the wound on my head started bleeding again.

Darkness surrounded me. My strength suddenly vanished, sucked out to sea with the tide. I steeled myself for the next wave, which came surging around me like a blast from Neptune’s nostrils. My nose was flooded with saltwater and I tasted blood on my tongue. The water ebbed. I thought it would surely pull me with it, but somehow I held on.

I opened my eyes, blinking at the burning salt. The wave had pushed me deep into the fissure. I looked up and saw a ray of sunlight from a hole high above. I was within the cave.

It was not merely surprising that I should have managed such a thing; it was impossible. The stunned looks on their faces told me as much.

Even in the dim light I recognized Olympias. I had dreamed of seeing her naked. Now I saw. Her flesh was smooth and unblemished, covered with a sheen of sweat that made the paler parts of her glow like alabaster in the sepulchral light. Her arms and legs were darker than the rest of her, burned by the sun to pale gold. She was slender but hardly frail, and looked even more vital and robust naked than clothed. Her breasts were full and round, with large nipples that were surprisingly dark considering her golden mane and the patch of gold between her sleek thighs. Sadly, I was in no condition to appreciate the sight.

Her companion appeared to appreciate it very much – just how appreciative was evident when they sprang apart and I saw the proof of his arousal. He scrambled to his feet, bumped his head against a shelf of rock, and cursed. Olympias meanwhile rolled onto her side and searched among the cushions and coverlets on the stone floor. She found what she was seeking, a shiny dagger with a blade as long as a man’s forearm, and swung it upward in a great arc. I suppose she meant to hand it to her defender, but in her haste and confusion she very nearly cut his arousal short. They both gasped loudly at the near miss. Alexandros staggered back, struck his head again, and cursed. I might have laughed, had I not been in so much misery from the cold and wet and the throbbing in my head.

He was a physical match for Olympias, as I would have expected; it was unlikely that a beautiful young woman of her talent and discernment would have fallen in love with a Thracian stable slave who was anything less than impressively broad-shouldered and handsome. His shaggy mane of hair glinted chestnut in the dim light; his chest and limbs were dusted with a covering of the same soft stuff. His features were starkly moulded, with generous lips and bushy eyebrows that converged in a single line above his fiery eyes; his sparse beard, only a few days old, accentuated his high cheekbones and thrusting jaw. His arousal, even in its rapidly fading state, looked substantial. He was not beautiful as Apollonius was beautiful, but I could see why Olympias had chosen him. Apparently he had a brain as well as brawn, since Zeno had used him to help keep accounts, but at the moment he looked rather dull and bovine as he rubbed his head and fumbled to take the dagger from Olympias.

‘Put the weapon away,’ I said wearily. ‘I haven’t come to hurt you.’

They stared at me, wide-eyed and dubious. There was a softening in Olympias’s eyes; only in that instant did she finally recognize me. What must I have looked like, rising up from the spuming tunnel wrapped in tendrils of seaweed, with blood trickling down my face? Alexandros stared at me as if I were a sea monster, and perhaps he thought I was.

‘Wait,’ Olympias whispered. She laid her hand on Alexandros’s arm. ‘I know him.’

‘Yes? Who is he?’ He spoke with a heavy Thracian accent, and there was a wild, desperate note in his voice that caused me to slide my hand nearer to where my own dagger was sheathed beneath my tunic.

‘The Finder,’ she said. ‘From Rome – the man I told you about.’

‘Then he’s found me at last.’ He pulled his arm free. The long blade sliced through a pale shaft of sunlight and glimmered like quicksilver. He drew back against the cave wall and stared at me like a trapped animal.

‘Is that what’s happened, Gordianus?’ Olympias looked at me suspiciously. ‘You’ve come to take him to Crassus?’

‘Put the knife away,’ I whispered. I began to shiver uncontrollably. I clenched my teeth to stop them from chattering. ‘Can you make a fire? I suddenly feel very cold, and a little faint.’

Olympias studied me for a moment, then made up her mind. She reached for a woollen gown and pulled it over her head, then stepped towards me and reached for the hem of my tunic. ‘Out of this, first, or else you’ll die from the cold more surely than you will from a dagger. No fire, I’m afraid – we can’t have anyone seeing the smoke – but we can wrap you in something warm. Alexandros, you’re shivering as well! Put that knife away and cover yourself.’

 

The cave, when I had first glimpsed it, had seemed enormous, stretching away like the Sibyl’s cave into unknown space. It was not as large as that, but it did rise to a considerable height and was cut into the stone at an angle that slanted sharply away from the sea, so that the floor was stepped in a number of rocky terraces. Stowed here and there in small nooks were Alexandros’s comforts – dirty coverlets, bits of food, utensils, jugs of fresh water, and a plump wineskin. Olympias took me to one of the higher terraces and wrapped me in a wool blanket. When my shivering subsided she offered me some crusts of bread and cheese, and even a few delicacies that I recognized from the funeral banquet; she must have pilfered them from the table and brought them as a treat for Alexandros. I protested that I wasn’t hungry, but once I began I could hardly stop eating.

Soon I felt better, though bolts of pain still shot through my head when I moved it too sharply. ‘How soon will the opening of the cave be passable? Without serious risk of drowning, I mean?’

Alexandros glanced at the mouth of the cave, where already the foaming tide seemed to have ebbed. ‘Not long now. There won’t be clear beach beneath the opening for another few hours, but already you could make your way into the water and up to the path without danger.’

‘Good. Whatever else happens, I must be there, at the arena. No matter how terrible. And I must find Eco.’

‘The boy?’ said Olympias. Apparently she had never cared enough to catch his name.

‘Yes, the boy. My son. The one who casts such longing looks in your direction, Olympias.’

Alexandros wrinkled his brow disapprovingly. ‘The mute boy,’ Olympias explained to him. ‘I told you about him, remember? But, Gordianus, what do you mean when you say you must find him? Where is he?’

‘Last night, when we set out for Cumae, we followed the route we took with you. We were attacked, on the precipice that overlooks Lake Avernus.’

‘By lemures?’ whispered Alexandros.

‘No, by something worse: living men. Two, I think, but I can’t be certain. In the confusion Eco disappeared. Afterwards I went searching for him, but my head . . .’

I touched the tender spot and winced. The bleeding had stopped. Olympias studied the wound. ‘Iaia will know what to do for this,’ she said. ‘But what about Eco?’

‘Lost. I never found him, and then I lost consciousness. When I awoke I came here. If he’s gone back to Gelina’s villa, he may end up at the funeral games by himself. He’s seen gladiators fight to the death before, but the massacre – whatever else happens, I must get back before it starts. I don’t want Eco to see it alone. The old slaves, and Apollonius . . . and little Meto . . .’

‘What are you talking about?’ Alexandros looked at me, puzzled. ‘Olympias, what does he mean by a massacre?’

She bit her lip and looked at me ruefully.

‘You haven’t told him?’ I said.

Olympias gritted her teeth. Alexandros was alarmed. ‘What do you mean by a massacre? What are you saying about Meto?’

‘Doomed,’ I answered. ‘All of them, doomed to die. Every slave from the fields and the stables and the kitchens will be publicly slain to satisfy the good people of the Cup. Politics, Alexandros. Don’t ask me to explain Roman politics to a Thracian slave, just take my word for it. For the crime of the true killer, whom he cannot find, Crassus intends to have every slave in the household put to death. Even Meto.’

‘Today?’

‘After the gladiator contests. Crassus’s men have erected a wooden arena in the flatlands by Lake Lucrinus. It should be quite an event, the kind of thing people will talk about from here to Rome for a long time to come, even after Crassus defeats Spartacus and finally gets himself elected consul – and after that, who knows? Perhaps he’ll manage to make himself dictator, like his mentor Sulla, and people will still talk about the day he put the slaves of Baiae in their place.’

Alexandros leaned back, aghast. ‘Olympias, you never told me.’

‘What would have been the point? You would only have fretted and brooded—’

‘And perhaps he would have made some grand gesture by returning to Baiae to face Crassus’s judgment himself?’ I suggested. ‘Is that why you didn’t tell him, Olympias? Instead you let him think that he merely had to stay in hiding long enough for Crassus to leave, and then he might escape, and you never whispered a word about all the slaves fated to die in his place.’

‘Not in his place, but alongside him!’ said Olympias angrily. ‘Do you think it makes any difference to Crassus whether he finds Alexandros or not? He wants to put the slaves to death – you said so yourself, just now, for politics, to put on a show. Better for Crassus if he never finds Alexandros — that way he can keep scaring people with stories of the murdering Thracian monster who ran off to join Spartacus.’

‘What you say may be true now, Olympias, but was it so at the beginning, when Alexandros first fled to Iaia’s house? What if you had turned him over to Crassus then? Would Crassus ever have concocted his scheme to avenge Lucius Licinius in such a terrible way? Do you feel no guilt for what you’ve done, hiding your lover and letting all the other slaves be slain? The old men and women, the children—’

‘But Alexandros is innocent! He never murdered anyone!’

‘So you say; so he tells you, perhaps. But how do you know, Olympias? What do you know?’

She drew back and sucked in a breath. The lovers exchanged an odd glance. ‘You know as well as I that it makes no difference whether Alexandros is innocent or not,’ she said. ‘Guilty or innocent, Crassus will crucify him if he’s caught.’

‘Not if I could prove him innocent. If I could discover who did kill Lucius Licinius, if I could prove it—’

‘Then – most especially then – would Crassus be certain to put Alexandros to death. And you as well.’

I shook my head and grimaced at the flash of pain across my forehead. ‘You talk in riddles, like the Sibyl.’

Olympias looked at the mouth of the cave, where flashes of light were reflected from the churning water beyond. ‘The tide has ebbed enough,’ she said. ‘It’s time for us all to go up to the house to see Iaia.’




XXIII

 



 

 

 

Iaia made a great fuss over the wound on my head. She insisted on brewing a compound of foul-smelling herbs which she slathered onto the cut, then wrapped a long strip of linen around my head. She also gave me an amber-coloured infusion to drink, which I put to my lips with some trepidation, thinking of Dionysius.

‘You seem to know a great deal about herbs and their uses,’ I said, sniffing at the steam that rose from the cup.

‘Yes, I do,’ she said. ‘Over the years, learning to make my own paints – to harvest and prepare the proper plants at the proper time of year – I came to know quite a lot about such things, not only which root might provide a splendid blue pigment, but which one might cure a wart.’

‘Or kill a man?’ I ventured.

She smiled thinly. ‘Perhaps. The brew you’re sipping now could possibly kill a man. But not in the concentration I’ve given you,’ she added. ‘It’s mostly an extract of willow bark, mixed with just a touch of the stuff Homer called nepenthes, made from the Egyptian poppy. It will ease the pain in your head. Drink up.’

‘The poet says nepenthes brings surcease to sorrow.’ I gazed into the cup, searching for a glimpse of death in the swirling steam.

Iaia nodded. ‘Which is why the queen of Egypt gave it to Helen to cure her melancholy.’

‘Homer says also that it brings forgetfulness, Iaia, and what I have seen and learned I do not choose to forget.’

‘The amount I’ve given you will not set you to dreaming, only ease the throbbing.’ When I still hesitated, she frowned and shook her head in disappointment. ‘Really, Gordianus, if we had wanted to do you harm, I imagine Alexandros could have done away with you down in the sea cave or on the steep hillside. Even now, I imagine, we could somehow manage to send you plummeting from this terrace onto the rocks below, if we were determined to do so; you would be swept out to sea and vanish forever.’ She gazed at me intently. ‘I’ve come to trust you, Gordianus. I didn’t trust you at first, I’ll admit, but I do now. Won’t you trust me?’

I looked into her eyes. She sat stiffly upright in a backless chair, dressed in a voluminous yellow stola. The sun had not yet risen above the roof of the house and the terrace was in shadow. Far below us, beyond the terrace wall, the sea pounded against the rocky coast. Olympias and Alexandros sat nearby, watching the two of us as if we were gladiators engaged in a duel.

I lifted the cup to my lips again, but set it down untouched. Iaia sighed. ‘If you would only drink, the pain would vanish. You’ll thank me for the gift.’

‘Dionysius is beyond all pain, but I don’t think he would be thankful if he could be here with us now.’

Her brow darkened. ‘What do you insinuate, Gordianus?’

‘You say you trust me, Iaia. Then at least admit to me what I already know. On the day when I came to see the Sibyl, I saw Dionysius following Olympias in secret. I think he knew about the sea cave and who was hidden there, or at least he guessed; that was why he insisted on telling the tale of Crassus hiding in the cave in Spain. I saw how you and Olympias reacted that night. Dionysius was very near to giving away your secret. The very next day, at the funeral feast, Dionysius was given poison in a cup. Tell me, Iaia, was it aconitum you used? That was my guess.’

She shrugged. ‘What were the precise symptoms?’

‘His tongue was aflame. He began to choke and convulse, then to vomit; his bowels were loosened. It all happened very fast.’

She nodded. ‘I would say that you made an excellent guess. But I cannot say for sure. I did not poison the cup, and neither did Olympias.’

‘Who did?’

‘How can I say? I am not the Sibyl—’

‘Only the vessel and the voice of the Sibyl.’

She pursed her lips and sucked at her teeth. Her face became gaunt, and she looked as old as her years. ‘Sometimes, Gordianus. Sometimes. Do you really want to know the secrets behind the Sibyl? It is dangerous for any man to know them. Think of foolish Pentheus, torn apart by the Bacchae. Certain mysteries can be truly comprehended only by women; to a man, such knowledge is often quite useless, and it can be very dangerous.’

‘Would it be any less dangerous if I didn’t know? Unless some god decides to intervene, I begin to wonder if I shall ever get back to Rome alive.’

‘Stubborn,’ said Iaia, slowly shaking her head, ‘very stubborn. I see that you will not be satisfied until you know everything.’

‘It is my nature, Iaia. It is how the gods made me.’

‘So I see. Where shall we begin?’

‘With a simple question. Are you the Sibyl?’

She made a pained expression. ‘I will try to answer, though I doubt you’ll understand. No, I am not the Sibyl. No woman is. But there are those of us in whom the Sibyl sometimes manifests herself, just as the god manifests himself through the Sibyl. We are a circle of initiates. We maintain the temple, keep the hearth burning, explore the mysteries, pass on the secrets. Gelina is one of us. She is more dear to me than you can know, but she is too delicate a vessel to be used directly by the Sibyl; she has other duties. Olympias is also an initiate. She is as yet too young and inexperienced for the Sibyl to speak through her, but it will come to pass. There are others besides myself who act as vessels; some live here in Cumae, others come from as far as Puteoli and Neapolis and the far side of the Cup. Most are descendants of the Greek families who settled here even before Aeneas came; their understanding of these matters is passed on in the blood.’

‘Iaia, I cannot deny that an interview with the Sibyl is a most wondrous thing, no matter whose form she takes. I wonder, for example, what it was that you burned on the fire before you took us into the Sibyl’s cave. Could it be that the smoke had some effect on my senses?’

Iaia smiled faintly. ‘You miss very little, Gordianus. True, certain herbs and roots, used in certain ways, are conducive to a full apprehension of the Sibyl’s presence. The use of those substances is a part of the discipline which we learn and pass on.’

‘In my own travels I’ve encountered such herbs, or heard of them. Ophiusa, thalassaegle, theangelis, gelotophyllis, mesa—’

She shook her head and grimaced. ‘Ophiusa comes from distant Ethiopia, where they call it the snake plant; it is said to be as horrible to look at as the visions it conjures up. The Sibyl has no use for such horrors. Thalassaegle is likewise exotic and harsh; I hear it grows only along the river Indus. Alexander’s men called it ‘sea-glimmer’ and found that it caused them to rave and suffer blinding visions. Theangelis I know of. It grows in the high places of Syria and Crete and in Persia; the Magi call it ‘the gods’ messenger’ and drink it to divine the future. Gelotophyllis grows in Bacteria where the locals call it laughter-leaves; it merely intoxicates and brings no wisdom. Believe me, it was none of these that you inhaled.’

‘What about the other I named, mesa? A kind of hemp, I understand, with a strong aroma—’

‘You exasperate me, Gordianus. Will you waste time and breath merely to satisfy your idle curiosity?’

‘You’re right, Iaia. Then perhaps you can tell me why you placed that ugly statuette in my bed on my first night in the villa.’

She lowered her eyes. ‘It was a test. Only an initiate could understand.’

‘But whatever the test was, I passed it?’

‘Yes.’

‘And then you left another message, advising me to consult the Sibyl.’

‘Yes.’

‘But why?’

‘The Sibyl was ready to guide you to Zeno’s body.’

‘Because the Sibyl thought I might assume that the same fate that befell Zeno had befallen Alexandros as well, and that his body had been consumed in the lake? That possibility did cross my mind; after all, two horses returned riderless to the stable. I might have returned and told Crassus as much, advising him to call off his search for Alexandros.’

‘And why didn’t you?’

‘Because I had seen Dionysius following Olympias, and I had seen Olympias bringing an empty basket up from the sea cave. It occurred to me then that Alexandros was hidden here in Cumae. But tell me, Iaia, did you lead me to Zeno’s body to throw me off the scent?’

Iaia spread her hands. ‘One cannot always discern the Sibyl’s methods; even when the god grants a supplicant’s desires, he doesn’t always use the means expected to accomplish his end. You might have assumed Alexandros was dead and proceeded from that assumption. Instead, here you sit, in the same house with Alexandros. Who can say this is not what the Sibyl intended, even if it is not what I expected?’

I nodded. ‘You knew, then, of Zeno’s fate, and where he could be found. Did Olympias know?’

‘Yes.’

‘And yet Olympias seemed genuinely shocked when we discovered Zeno’s remains.’

‘Olympias knew of Zeno’s fate, but she had not seen his body, as I had. I never intended for her to see it; I intended for you to visit Lake Avernus without her. Instead she went with you, and in horror she cast his remains into the pit. I have no doubt that this, too, was the will of the god.’

‘And I suppose it was the will of the god that brought Alexandros to your door in the first place, on the night of the murder?’

‘Perhaps we should let Alexandros speak for himself,’ said Iaia, who cast a sidelong look at the young Thracian. ‘Tell Gordianus what transpired on the night of your master’s murder.’

Alexandros reddened, either because he was unused to speaking to strangers or because of the memory of that night. Olympias drew closer to him and laid her hand on his forearm. I wondered at the casual way she displayed her intimacy with a slave in the presence of a Roman citizen. In the sea cave I had caught them unaware in the middle of coitus, and she had been unembarrassed, but fear and surprise had ruled her then and might have overridden her normal judgment. I was more impressed by the public affection and tenderness she willingly gave Alexandros before Iaia and myself. I marvelled at her devotion, and at the same time despaired for her; how could such an ill-begotten love end in anything but misery?

‘That night,’ Alexandros began, his harsh Thracian accent overshadowed by the intensity with which he spoke, ‘we knew that Crassus was on his way. I had never seen him, I was new in the household, but I had heard much of him, of course. Old Zeno told me that the visit was unexpected and had come about on very short notice, and that the master was unprepared, very nervous and very unhappy.’

‘Did you know why Lucius was unhappy?’

‘Some irregularity in the accounts. I didn’t really understand.’

‘Even though you helped Zeno sometimes with the ledgers?’

He shrugged. ‘I can add figures and make the proper marks, but I seldom knew what it was that I was adding. But Zeno knew, or thought he did. He said that the master had been busy with some very secret business, something very bad. Zeno said the master had done things behind Crassus’s back and that Crassus would be angry. That afternoon we were all three busy in the library, going through the accounts. At last the master sent me from the room; I could tell he wanted to say things to Zeno that I shouldn’t overhear. Later he sent Zeno away as well. In the stables I asked Zeno what was happening, but he only brooded and wouldn’t talk. It began to grow dark. I ate and helped the other stablemen to look after the horses. Finally I went to sleep.’

‘In the stables?’

‘Yes.’

‘Was that where you normally slept?’

Olympias cleared her throat. ‘Alexandros usually slept in my room,’ she said, ‘next to Iaia’s, in the house. But that night Iaia and I were here in Cumae.’

‘I see. Go on, Alexandros; you were sleeping in the stables.’

‘Yes, and then Zeno came to wake me. He carried a lamp and poked at my nose. I told him it couldn’t be morning yet; he said it was the middle of the night. I asked him what he wanted. He said that a man had ridden up from nowhere and tethered his horse by the front door, then had gone in to see the master. He said they were both in the library, talking in low voices with the door shut.’

‘Yes? And who was this visitor?’

Alexandros hesitated. ‘I never saw him myself, not really. You see, that’s the strange part. But Zeno said . . . poor Zeno . . .’ He furrowed his thick eyebrows and stared intently into space, caught up in the remembrance.

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘go on. What did Zeno tell you? Why did you flee the house?’

‘Zeno said he had gone into the library. He had rapped gently on the door and thought he heard his name spoken, so he stepped inside. Maybe he didn’t hear his name at all, or maybe the master was telling him to go away; Zeno was like that, he had a habit of stepping in when he wasn’t wanted, just to have a sniff at what was happening. He said the master spun around in his chair and told him to get out – yelled at first, then lowered his voice very quickly and cursed him in a whisper.’

‘And the visitor?’

‘He was standing by the shelves, looking through some scrolls with his back to the door. Zeno didn’t really see him, but he saw that he was dressed in military garb, and he saw the man’s cloak thrown over one of the chairs.’

‘The cloak,’ I said.

‘Yes, just a simple dark cloak – but one corner had an emblem on it, a seal pinned to the cloth like a brooch. Zeno had seen it plenty of times before; he said he’d know it anywhere.’

‘Yes?’

‘It was the seal of Crassus.’

‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. A throb of pain passed through my skull with such power that I finally reached for the cup of willow bark and nepenthes and drank it down.

‘No. That makes no sense at all.’

‘Even so,’ Alexandros insisted, ‘Zeno said it was Crassus in the library with the master, and the master’s face was as white as a senator’s toga. Zeno began to pace up and down in the stables, shaking his head with worry. I told him there was nothing we could do; if the master had got himself into trouble, that was his problem. But Zeno said we should go and stand outside the library door and listen. I told him he was mad and rolled over to go back to sleep. But he wouldn’t leave me alone until I got up from the straw and put on my cloak and stepped into the courtyard with him.

‘It was a clear night, but very windy. The trees thrashed overhead, like spirits shaking their heads, whispering no, no. I should have known then that something terrible was afoot. Zeno ran ahead to the door and opened it. I followed him.’ Alexandros wrinkled his brow. ‘I have a hard time remembering all that happened next, it happened so fast. We were in the little hallway that leads to the atrium. Suddenly Zeno backed against me, so hard he almost knocked me down. He sucked in a breath and started blubbering. Over his shoulder I saw a man dressed like a soldier down on his knees, holding a lamp, and beside him was the body of the master, his head all crushed and bloody.’

‘And this man was Crassus?’ I said, disbelieving.

He shrugged. ‘I only glimpsed his face for an instant. Or perhaps I didn’t see his face at all; the lamp cast strange shadows and he was mostly in darkness, I think. Even if I had seen him clearly, I wouldn’t have recognized him. I told you, I had never seen Crassus. What I remember looking at was the master – his lifeless body; his broken, bleeding face. Then the man put down his lamp and sprang to his feet, and I saw his sword, leaping like a flame in the lamplight. He spoke in a low voice, not frightened, not angry, but cold, very cold. He accused us of killing the master! “You’ll pay for this!” he was saying. “I shall see both of you nailed to a tree!”

‘Zeno grabbed me and pulled me out the door, across the courtyard, into the stable. “Horses!” he was saying. “Flee! Flee!” I did what he said. We mounted and were out the door of the stables before the man could follow. Even so, Zeno rode like a madman. “Where can we go?” he kept saying, shaking his head and weeping like a slave about to be whipped. “Where can we go? The poor master is dead and we shall be blamed!” I thought about Olympias, and remembered Iaia’s house in Cumae. I’d been here a few times before, carrying supplies back and forth. I thought I could find the way in the dark, but it wasn’t as easy as I thought.’

‘So I myself discovered,’ I said.

‘We were going too fast, and the wind kept getting stronger, so that we couldn’t hear each other shouting, and the fog closed in. Zeno was in a mad panic. Then we took a wrong turn and came to the cliff that overhangs Lake Avernus. My mount knew me, she warned me in time, and even so I almost went tumbling over. But Zeno knew very little about horses. When the beast tried to stop he must have kicked her, and she threw him. I saw him disappear, flying head over heels into the fog. The mist swallowed him up. Then silence. Then I heard a faint, distant splash, like a man falling into shallow water and mud.

‘He screamed then. His voice rose up from the darkness – a long, terrifying scream. Then silence again.

‘I tried to find a way down to the shore in the darkness, but the trees and fog and shadows baffled me. I called his name, but he never answered, not even a moan. Have I said something wrong?’

‘What?’

‘The look on your face, Gordianus – so strange, as if you had been there yourself’

‘I was only remembering last night . . .’ I thought of Eco and felt a pang of dread. ‘Go on. What happened next?’

‘Finally I found the way to Cumae. I entered the house without waking the slaves, found Olympias and told her what had happened. It was Iaia’s idea to hide me in the cave. Cumae is a tiny village, they could never have hidden me in the house. Even so, you discovered us.’

‘Dionysius discovered you first. You should thank the gods that he didn’t tell Crassus. Or perhaps you can thank someone else.’ I looked sidelong at Iaia.

‘Again you insinuate!’ Iaia gripped the arms of her chair.

‘Credit me with having eyes and a nose, Iaia. This house is full of strange roots and herbs, and I happen to know that aconitum is among them. On the day we consulted the Sibyl I saw it in a jar in the room where you make your paints. I imagine you might also have strychnos, hyoscyamus, limeum—’

‘Some of these I keep, yes, but not for murder! The same substances that kill can also cure, if used with proper knowledge. Do you insist on an oath, Gordianus? Very well! I swear to you, by the holiness of the Sibyl’s shrine, by the god who speaks through the Sibyl’s lips, that no one in this house committed the murder of Dionysius!’

In the vehemence of her oath, she rose halfway to her feet. As she slowly settled into her chair again, the terrace became preternaturally quiet. Even the crashing of the waves below was hushed. The sun had at last risen above the roof of the house, tracing the terrace wall with a fringe of yellow light. A lonely cloud crossed the sun and threw all into shadow again; then the cloud passed, and the heat reflected from the dazzling white stones was warm against my face. I noticed in passing that the pain in my head had vanished, and in its place I felt a pleasant lightness.

‘Very well,’ I said quietly, ‘that much is settled, then. You didn’t kill Dionysius. Who did, I wonder?’

‘Who do you think?’ said Iaia. ‘The same man who killed Lucius Licinius. Crassus!’

‘But for what reason?’

‘I can’t say, but now I think it is time for you to tell me what you know, Gordianus. For example, yesterday you sent the slave Apollonius diving off the pier below Gelina’s house. I understand you made some startling discoveries.’

‘Who told you? Meto?’

‘Perhaps.’

‘No secrets, Iaia!’

‘Very well, then, yes. Meto told me. I wonder if we came to the same conclusion, Gordianus.’

‘That Lucius was trading arms to the rebel slaves in return for plundered silver and jewels?’

‘Exactly. I think Dionysius may have also suspected some such scandal; that was why he hesitated to reveal Alexandros’s hiding place, because he knew that there was a greater secret to uncover. Meto also told me that you discovered certain documents in Dionysius’s room – incriminating documents regarding Lucius’s criminal schemes.’

‘Perhaps. Crassus himself couldn’t fully decipher them.’

‘Oh, couldn’t he?’

A faint tracing of pain flickered through my skull. ‘Iaia, do you seriously suggest . . .’

She shrugged. ‘Why not speak the unspeakable? Yes, Crassus himself must have been involved in the enterprise!’

‘Crassus, smuggling arms to Spartacus? Impossible!’

‘No, quite disgustingly possible, for a man as vain and greedy as Marcus Crassus. So greedy that he couldn’t resist the opportunity to reap a huge profit by dealing with Spartacus – surreptitiously, of course, using poor, frightened Lucius as his go-between. And so vain that he thought it would ultimately make no difference to his cause when he gains the command against the slaves. He thinks himself such a brilliant strategist that it won’t matter that he has armed his own enemy with Roman steel.’

‘Then you say he poisoned Dionysius because the philosopher was close to exposing him?’

‘Perhaps. More likely Dionysius had begun to insinuate blackmail, subtle blackmail, merely asking for a handsome stipend and a place in Crassus’s retinue. But men like Crassus will not put up with subordinates who hold a secret over them; Dionysius was too stupid to see that there was no profit in the knowledge he was seeking to exploit. He should have kept his secrets to himself; then he might have lived.’

‘But why did Crassus kill Lucius?’

Iaia looked down at her feet, where the sunlight had crept close enough to warm her toes. ‘Who knows? Crassus came that night in secret to discuss their secret affairs. Perhaps Lucius had begun to balk at the tasks to which Crassus set him and threatened to expose them both; it would be like Lucius to panic. Perhaps Crassus had discovered that Lucius was cheating him. For whatever reason, Crassus struck him with the statue and killed him, then saw a way to turn even that moment of madness to his advantage, by making it look as if a follower of Spartacus had committed the crime.’

I stared out at the unending progression of waves that proceeded from the horizon. I shook my head. ‘Such supreme hypocrisy – it’s almost too monstrous to be believed. But why, then, did Crassus send for me?’

‘Because Gelina and Mummius insisted. He could hardly refuse to allow an honest investigation of his cousin’s death.’

‘And how did Dionysius come to have the documents?’

‘That we can’t be sure of. The only thing we know for certain is that we shall never have an explanation from Dionysius’s lips.’

I thought of Crassus’s dark moods, his unspoken doubts, his long nights of searching through the documents in Lucius’s library. If all was as Iaia had concluded, then Crassus was killer, eulogist, judge, and avenger combined, beyond the power of any of us to punish.

‘I see you are not entirely satisfied,’ Iaia said.

‘Satisfied? I am most dissatisfied. What a waste, what futility, to have put myself in such danger, and not only myself – Eco! All for a bag of silver. Crassus solves all his problems with silver – and why not, when men like me will settle for mere coins. He might as well have sent me the money and allowed me to stay in Rome, instead of dragging me here to take part in his hideous deception—’

‘I meant,’ said Iaia, ‘that you might not be satisfied with my explanation of events. There are certain other circumstances of which you know nothing, which might grant you a little more insight into the workings of Crassus’s mind. These matters are so delicate, so personal that I hesitate even now to discuss them with you. But I think Gelina would understand. You know that she and Lucius were childless.’

‘Yes.’

‘And yet Gelina very much wanted a child. She thought the problem might lie with her, and she sought my help; I did what I could with my knowledge of medicines, but to no avail. I began to think the problem rested with Lucius. I brewed remedies which Gelina administered to him in secret, but that was of no use, either. Instead, Priapus eventually withdrew his favour from Lucius entirely. He became crippled in his sex – powerless, just as he was powerless to control his own life and destiny. Imagine being Crassus’s creature, compelled to fawn over his greatness, reduced to tawdry schemes of escaping his domination – which Crassus would never allow, because it gave him a perverse pleasure to keep his cousin pressed beneath his foot.

‘And yet Gelina still wanted a baby. She wouldn’t be denied. You’ve seen her; you know that she could hardly be called demanding or domineering. In many ways she’s more retiring and acquiescent than befits a woman of her station. But in this one thing she would have her way. And so, against all my advice but with the full knowledge of her husband, she asked Crassus to give her a child.’

‘When was this?’

‘During Crassus’s last visit, in the spring.’

‘Why did Lucius allow it?’

‘Don’t many husbands quietly allow themselves to be cuckolded, because to protest would only aggravate their humiliation and shame? Beyond that, Lucius had a perverse penchant for making choices that would harm him. And Gelina appealed to his family pride – Crassus would at least give them an heir with the blood of a Licinius.

‘But no child resulted. The only result was the coolness that developed between Lucius and Gelina. She had done exactly the wrong thing, of course. Had she approached any man but Crassus, Lucius might have kept a shred of dignity. But for his all-powerful cousin to be invited into his wife’s bed – for Crassus to be asked to bring a child into the household he already dominated – these humiliations preyed on his soul.

‘You see, then, that there was more than financial deception and fraud to spark a murder between the two cousins. Crassus can be quite cold and brutal; Lucius’s shame pricked at him like a crown of thorns. Who knows what whispered words passed between them that night in the library? Before it was over, one of them was dead.’

I looked heavenward. ‘And now a whole household of slaves will die. Roman justice!’

‘No!’ Alexandros jumped to his feet. ‘There must be something we can do.’

‘Nothing,’ whispered Olympias, reaching for his arm and grasping at thin air when he drew away.

‘Perhaps . . .’ I squinted at the edge of sunlight that blazed along the scalloped tile roof. Time was fleeting. The games might already have begun. ‘If I could confront Crassus directly, with Gelina as witness. If Alexandros could see him and identify him for certain—’

‘No!’ Olympias interposed herself between us. ‘Alexandros cannot leave Cumae.’

‘If only we had the cloak – the bloodstained cloak from which Crassus tore his seal before he discarded it along the road! If only I hadn’t lost it to the assassins last night. The assassins . . . oh, Eco!’

And then the cloak appeared, wafting out of the dark shadows of the house into the bright sunshine, held aloft by the outstretched arms of Eco himself, who smiled and blinked the sleep from his eyes.
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‘But I thought you knew,’ Iaia kept saying. ‘I thought that Olympias must have already told you.’ She was forgetting that on the night before, before Eco had come breathlessly beating on her door, Olympias had already slipped down to sleep with Alexandros in the sea cave and so had no way of knowing, as I had no way of knowing, that all the while we debated and deduced on the terrace, Eco was fast asleep within the house, clutching the filthy, bloodstained cloak he had saved from the assassins.

‘How foolish I feel, Gordianus. Here I’ve sat, trying to impress you with my deductions, when all along I should have been telling you what you most wanted to know – that your son was safe and sound here under my roof!’

‘The important thing is that he’s here,’ I said, swallowing to clear the sudden hoarseness in my voice and blinking back the tears that made Eco’s beaming, dirt-smudged face swim before my eyes. I squeezed him tightly in my arms and then stepped back, sighing from a sudden shortness of breath.

‘When he came to me last night I could see that he was frightened and exhausted but not hurt,’ said Iaia. ‘He was frantically trying to tell me something – I had no way of understanding. I gave him a special brew to calm him. At last he mimed using a wax tablet and stylus; I went to fetch them but when I came back he was fast asleep. I roused two of the slaves to carry him to bed. I looked in on him once or twice; he slept like a stone through the night.’

Eco looked up at me. He gingerly touched the bandage around my head.

‘This? Nothing at all; a little bump to remind me to be more careful in the woods.’

The smile abruptly faded from his lips. He averted his eyes and looked deeply troubled. I could guess the root of his shame: he had failed to warn me of the assassins’ approach, failed to rescue me last night, and instead of sending aid to me in the forest he had fallen asleep against his will.

‘I fell asleep myself,’ I whispered to him. He shook his head gloomily, angry not at me but at himself. He grimaced and pointed to his mouth. His eyes brimmed with tears. I understood as clearly as if he had spoken: If only I could speak as others can, I could have shouted a warning to you on the precipice. I could have told Iaia that you were hurt and alone in the woods. I could say all that I need to say at this moment!

I put my arms around him to hide him from the others. He shivered against me. I looked over his shoulder and saw that Olympias and Alexandros were smiling warmly, seeing only the joy of our reunion. Iaia smiled, but her eyes were sad. I released him, and while Eco turned towards the empty sea to compose his face, I pulled the bloodstained cloak from his trembling fingers. ‘The important thing now is that we have the cloak!’

‘That changes nothing,’ protested Olympias. ‘Tell him, Iaia.’

Iaia looked at me sidelong and pursed her lips. ‘I’m not sure . . .’

Alexandros stepped forward. ‘If there is any way to stop Crassus from killing the slaves—’

‘Maybe,’ I said, trying to think. ‘Maybe . . .’

‘I would never have stayed in the cave all this time had I known what was happening,’ Alexandros said. ‘You shouldn’t have deceived me, Olympias, even to save me.’

Olympias looked from his face to mine and back again, at first desperately and then shrewdly. ‘You won’t leave me behind,’ she quietly insisted. ‘I shall go with you. Whatever happens, I must be there.’

Alexandros moved to embrace her, but now it was she who shrank back. ‘If it’s to be done, we should move now,’ she said. ‘The sun is getting higher. The games will have already begun.’

The slave who fetched our horses gave me an odd look, puzzled at the bandage around my head. When he saw Alexandros he let out a gasp and turned pale. Iaia and Olympias had managed to deceive even their household slaves. Iaia did not bother to bind the man to secrecy; soon all the Cup would know that the escaped Thracian was still among them.

‘Iaia, are you coming?’ Olympias asked.

‘Too old, too slow,’ Iaia insisted. ‘I shall go on to the villa at my own pace and wait there for news.’ She stepped beside me and gestured for me to bend down from my mount, then spoke softly into my ear. ‘Are you sure of yourself, Gordianus? To challenge Crassus like this . . . to box the lion’s ears in his own den . . .’

‘I think I have no choice, Iaia. It is how the gods made me.’

She nodded. ‘Yes, the gods give us gifts, whether we ask for them or not, and then they give us no choice but to use them. We can blame the gods for many things.’ She lowered her voice. ‘But I think you should know that the gods did not make your son a mute.’

I frowned at her, puzzled.

‘Last night I looked in on him a number of times, to see that he slept soundly. He kept calling for you.’

‘What? Calling? In words?’

‘As clearly as I speak to you now,’ she whispered. ‘He said, “Papa, Papa.” ’

I sat upright and looked down at her, baffled. She had no reason to deceive me or to delude herself, and yet how could such a thing be? I turned and glanced at Eco, who looked gloomily back at me.

‘What are we waiting for?’ said Olympias. Having made up her mind, she was determined to begin. Alexandros, on the other hand, seemed to be having second thoughts. A shadow of doubt crossed his face, then his features resolved themselves into a mask of perfect acquiescence to the will of the gods, such as any Stoic would have envied.

With a last wave to Iaia, the four of us set off.

From the Avernine woods we emerged onto the high, windy ridge overlooking Lake Lucrinus and Crassus’s camp. The plain was dotted with great plumes of smoke that rose from spit-fires and ovens; a crowd must eat. Through the haze I saw the great bowl of the wooden arena filled with spectators who had come to gawk and thrill at the funeral games. No faces were discernible at such a distance, only the mottled colours of the spectators dressed in their brightest clothing to enjoy the holiday and the perfect weather of a crisp autumn day. I heard the clash of swords against shields. The vague, general murmur of the crowd rose to roaring shouts that must have been heard across the water in Puteoli.

‘The gladiators must still be fighting,’ I said, squinting and trying to make out what was happening within the ring.

‘Alexandros has strong eyes,’ said Olympias. ‘What do you see?’

‘Yes, gladiators,’ he said, shielding his brow from the sun. ‘There must have already been several matches; I see pools of blood on the sand. Now three matches are being staged at once; three Thracians against three Gauls.’

‘How can you tell?’ asked Olympias.

‘By their arms. The Gauls carry long, curved shields and short swords; they wear torques about their necks and plumed helmets. The Thracians fight with round shields and long, curved daggers, and wear round helmets with no visor.’

‘Spartacus is a Thracian,’ I said. ‘Crassus no doubt chose Thracians so the crowd could vent its anger against them. They can expect no mercy from the spectators if they fall.’

‘A Gaul is down!’ Alexandros said.

‘Yes, I see.’ I squinted through the haze.

‘He’s thrown his blade aside and lifts his forefinger, asking for mercy. He must have fought well; the spectators grant it – see how they pull out their handkerchiefs?’ The arena was like a bowl filled with fluttering doves as the crowd waved their white handkerchiefs. The Thracian helped the Gaul to his feet and they walked towards the exit together.

‘Now one of the Thracians falls! See the wound in his leg, how it pours blood onto the sand! He stabs the ground with his dagger and holds up his forefinger.’ A resounding chorus of catcalls and boos rose from the arena, a noise so full of hatred and blood lust that it caused hackles to rise on my neck. Instead of waving handkerchiefs the crowd pointed upwards with clenched fists. The defeated Thracian leaned back on his elbows, exposing his naked chest. The Gaul dropped to one knee, gripped his short sword with both hands and plunged it into the Thracian’s heart.

Olympias turned her face away. Eco watched in glum fascination. Alexandros still wore the look of stern resolution with which he had departed Cumae.

The triumphant Gaul walked once around the perimeter of the ring, holding his sword aloft and receiving the accolades of the crowd while his opponent’s body was dragged to the exit, leaving a long smear of blood across the sand.

The remaining Thracian suddenly bolted and began to run from his opponent. The crowd laughed and jeered. The Gaul chased after him, but the Thracian outdistanced him, refusing to fight. There was a commotion in the stands, then a dozen or more attendants entered the ring, some carrying whips and others wielding long, smouldering irons, so hot that I could see the glow at their tips and the little plumes of smoke that trailed after them. They poked at the Thracian, searing his arms and legs, making him jerk and clutch himself with pain. They lashed him with the whips, driving him back toward his opponent.

Olympias gripped Alexandros’s bare arm, sinking her nails into the flesh. ‘This was a mistake!’ she hissed. ‘These people are mad, all of them. There’s nothing we can do!’

Alexandros wavered. He stared down at the sickening spectacle, his jaw clenched. He gripped the reins so tightly that his arms began to tremble.

In the arena the Thracian finally began to fight again, running towards the Gaul with a high, mad scream that rose above the murmur of the crowd. The Gaul was taken unawares and retreated, tripping over his own feet and falling on his backside. He recovered enough to protect himself with his shield, but the Thracian was relentless, banging his shield against the other’s and stabbing again and again with his curved blade. The Gaul was wounded; he threw his blade aside and frantically waved his forefinger in the air, signalling for mercy.

Handkerchiefs and clenched fists filled the air, together with a thunderous roar. At last the fists began to outnumber the handkerchiefs, and the crowd began to stamp and chant: ‘Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!’

Instead, the Thracian threw down his dagger and shield. The attendants came after him again with their whips and irons, lashing and poking him from all directions, compelling him to perform a hideous, spastic dance. At last he picked up his dagger. They drove him back toward the Gaul, who was already covered with blood from the wounds on his arms. The Gaul rolled onto his stomach and pressed his hands to his visor, steeling himself. The Thracian dropped to his knees and drove the dagger into the Gaul’s back again and again in time with the chanting of the crowd: ‘Kill him! Kill him! Kill him!’

The Thracian stood and held his bloody dagger aloft. He began to perform a strange parody of a victory strut, lifting his knees comically and rolling his head on his shoulders, mocking the crowd. A great chorus of hissing, catcalls, booing, and raucous laughter echoed up from the arena; within the walls the noise must have been deafening. The attendants came after the Thracian with their whips and pokers, but he seemed not to feel the pain and only grudgingly allowed them to drive him toward the exit and out of sight.

‘Do you need to see more, Alexandros?’ whispered Olympias hoarsely. ‘These people will tear you apart before you can utter a word! Crassus is giving them exactly what they want – there is nothing you can do, nothing Gordianus or anyone can do, to stop it. Come back with me to Cumae!’

I saw the fear in his eyes. I cursed my own vanity. Why drag him before Crassus, when it could only result in another needless death? What sort of fool was I, to imagine that the proof of his own guilt could humble Marcus Crassus, or that mere truth could sway him from giving the crowd the bloody entertainment they craved? I was ready to send Alexandros and Olympias fleeing back to the sea cave when the trumpets began to blare from the arena below.

A gate beneath the stands opened. The slaves trudged into the arena. In their hands they carried objects made of wood.

‘What is it?’ I said, squinting. ‘What is it they carry in their hands?’

‘Little swords,’ Alexandros whispered. ‘Short wooden swords, such as gladiators use to practise. Training swords. Toys.’

The crowd was quiet. There were no boos or hissing. They watched with hushed curiosity, wondering why such a sorry rabble was being paraded before them and curious to see what sort of spectacle Crassus had devised.

Gathered outside the eastern rim of the arena, where the crowd could not yet see them, a contingent of soldiers had gathered. Their armour glinted in the sun. Among them I saw trumpeters and standard bearers. They began to gather into ranks, preparing for an entrance into the arena. I suddenly understood and felt sick at heart.

‘Little Meto,’ I whispered. ‘Little Meto, with only a toy sword to defend himself . . .’

My eyes met those of Alexandros. ‘We’re too late,’ I said. ‘To take the path to the road, and the road down into the valley –’ I shook my head. ‘It will take too long.’

He bit his Up. ‘Straight down the slope, then?’

‘Too steep,’ protested Olympias. ‘The horses will stumble and break their necks!’ But Alexandros and I were already ready bounding over the edge and racing down the steep hillside, with Eco a heartbeat behind.

I held on for dear life. Once we were over the crest, my mount locked her forelegs and slid down the slope, her shoulders as rigid as stone while her hind legs kicked and stamped against the furrowed earth. She shook her head and whinnied, like a warrior screaming to his gods to steel himself for battle.

The desperate descent uprooted bushes and set off avalanches of pebbles and sand. Suddenly a half-buried boulder loomed directly below me. For an instant I saw the features of Pluto himself in its weathered face, grinning at me horribly; we would collide with the stone and be shattered to bits. Closer and closer we came to it, and then my mount gave a great leap and bounded over it.

She landed with a jolt that nearly snapped my neck. There was no more sliding with locked forelegs; she had no choice but to gallop full speed down the steep face of the hill. I fell forward, clutched her neck, and dug my heels into her hide. Sky became wind; the earth became a cloud of dirt. The whole world was a ball tumbling through space. All balance was gone. I shut my eyes, clutched the beast as tightly as I could, and sucked in the odour of torn earth, horse sweat, and blind panic.

Suddenly the plummet became a gradual curve. Little by little the earth became flat again. We raced with the accumulated speed of the descent, but no longer out of control. The world righted itself; sky was sky and earth was earth. I squinted into the wind and slowly asserted control, reining the beast in. I half expected her to throw me out of anger and distrust, but she seemed glad for the reassurance of my hands on the reins. She shook her head and whinnied again, and it sounded as if she were laughing. She submitted and slowed to a trot, flinging spumes of sweat from her mane.

Alexandros was far ahead of me. I turned and caught a glimpse of Eco close behind. I sped onward toward the arena.

We raced between the tents. Soldiers in tunics sat in circles gambling, or played trigon stripped to the waist, enjoying their holiday. They scattered before us and shook their fists in alarm. We raced past the spits and ovens with their plumes of white smoke, kicking dust into the flames. The cooks chased after us, screaming curses.

Alexandros waited for me outside the arena, his face confused and uncertain. I pointed to the north, where I had seen the red canopy and the pennants that decorated Crassus’s private box. We set off at a gallop. Eco had fallen far behind. I waved to him to follow us.

The periphery of the arena was mostly deserted, except for a few patrons who had left the stands to relieve themselves against the wooden wall. Entrances opened onto steps that led upward to the seats, but I gestured to Alexandros that we should ride on until we found the steps that would take us directly to Crassus’s box.

At the northernmost end of the circle we came to an opening smaller than the others and flanked by red pennants that bore in gold the seal of Crassus. Alexandros reined his beast and looked at me quizzically. I nodded. He leaped from his horse. I rode a few paces farther and peered as best I could around the edge of the arena; outside the eastern rim the soldiers were still forming ranks and had not yet entered.

I rode back to Alexandros. Above us, on the rim of the arena, a movement caught my eye. I looked up but saw only a face that quickly disappeared.

I dismounted, and almost fell to my knees. In the mad descent down the hill and the race through the camp I had felt no pain or dizziness, but as soon as my feet touched the earth my knees went weak and the throbbing returned to my temples. I staggered and steadied myself against my horse. Alexandros, already bounding up the steps, turned and ran back to me. I reached up to my forehead, touched the bandage, and felt a spot of warm wetness. I pulled my hand away and saw something red and viscous on my fingers. I was bleeding again.

From somewhere behind me, between the pounding drumbeats in my head, I thought I heard a boy calling, ‘Papa! Papa!’

Alexandros clutched my arm. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Just a little dizzy. A little nauseous . . .’

Again I heard an unfamiliar voice calling, ‘Papa, Papa,’ louder and closer than before. I turned my head, thinking I must be in a dream, and saw Eco riding toward us, pointing to the sky. ‘There!’ he screamed, above the trampling hooves of his mount. ‘A man! A spear! Watch out!’

I looked upward, over my shoulder. Alexandros did the same. An instant later he tackled me and we tumbled onto the ground. I was amazed at his strength, alarmed at the jolt of pain that ricocheted through my head, and only vaguely aware of what I had glimpsed above us – a man with a spear leaning over the arena wall. In the next instant the spear came plummeting down with a whistling noise and planted itself in the earth, missing my horse by less than a hand’s width. Had Alexandros not pulled me to safety the spear would have entered the back of my neck and exited somewhere below my navel.

It took only a moment to vomit. The yellow bile left a bitter taste in my mouth and a mess all over the front of my tunic, but I felt vaguely better afterwards. Alexandros impatiently grabbed one shoulder while Eco grabbed the other. Together they pulled me to my feet.

‘Eco!’ I whispered. ‘But how?’

He looked at me, but did not answer. His eyes were glassy and feverish. Had I only imagined it?

Then they were pulling me up the steps. We came to a landing and doubled back, came to another landing and doubled back again. We stepped onto thick red carpeting and emerged into bright sunlight filtered through a red canopy. I saw Crassus and Gelina seated side by side, flanked by Sergius Orata and Metrobius. I heard the slithering noise of steel unsheathed as Mummius stepped from behind Crassus and bellowed, ‘What in Jupiter’s name!’

Gelina gasped. Metrobius grasped her arm. Orata gave a start. Faustus Fabius, standing behind Gelina’s chair, gritted his teeth and stared down at us with flaring nostrils. He lifted his right hand and the rank of armed soldiers at the back of the canopy took up their spears. Crassus, looking at once unpleasantly surprised and resigned to unpleasant surprises, scowled at me and lifted a hand to keep everyone in place.

I looked dizzily around, trying to orient myself. Red draperies hung from the canopy overhead, hiding us from the spectators immediately on either side, but beyond the edge of the draperies I could see the great circling bowel of the arena, jammed with people from top to bottom. Nobles sat in the lower tiers while the common people were crowded into the seats higher up. To separate them a long white rope circled the arena, running from one side of Crassus’s box back around to the other.

Directly before the canopied box, down in the arena, huddled on the sand amid pools of blood, were the slaves. Some were in filthy rags; others, the last to have been taken from the household, still wore tunics of clean white linen. They were male and female, old and young. Some stood as still as statues while others listlessly turned and turned, looking about in fear and confusion. Each held a blunt wooden sword. How must the world have looked from where they stood? Blood-soaked sand beneath their feet, a high wall surrounding them, a circle of leering, laughing, hateful faces staring down at them. They say a man cannot see the gods from the floor of an arena; he looks up and sees only the empty blue sky.

I saw Apollonius among them, his right arm encircling the old man he had comforted in the annexe. I searched the crowd for Meto and did not see him; my heart skipped a beat and for an instant I thought he must somehow have escaped. Then he stepped into an open space near Apollonius, ran to him, and hugged his leg.

‘What is the meaning of this?’ said Crassus dryly.

‘No, Marcus Crassus!’ I shouted and pointed into the arena. ‘What is the meaning of this?’

Crassus glared at me, as heavy-lidded as a lizard, but his voice was steady. ‘You look quite terrible, Gordianus. Does he not look terrible, Gelina? Like something spat up half chewed by the Jaws of Hades. You’ve hurt your head, I see – from banging it against a wall, I imagine. Is that vomit on your tunic?’

I might have answered, but my heart was beating too fast in my chest, and the throbbing in my head was like thunder.

Crassus pressed his fingers together. ‘You ask me, what is the meaning of this? I take it you mean: what is happening here? I will tell you, since you seem to have arrived late. The gladiators have already fought. Some have lived, some have died; the shade of Lucius is well pleased, and so is the crowd. Now the slaves have been ushered into the arena – armed, as you can see, like the ragtag army they are. In a moment I shall step out onto that little platform behind you, so that the crowd can see and hear me, and I shall announce a most splendid and sublime amusement, a public enactment of Roman justice and a living parable of divine will.

‘The slaves of my household here in Baiae have been polluted by the seditious blasphemies of Spartacus and his kind. They are complicit in the murder of their master; so all the evidence indicates, and so you have been unable to disprove. They are useless now, except to serve as an example to others. In the spectacle I have planned, they shall represent – they shall embody – that which the crowd most fears and despises: Spartacus and his rebels. Thus I have armed them, as you see.’

‘Why don’t you give them real weapons?’ I said. ‘Weapons like the swords and spears I found in the water off the boathouse?’

Crassus pursed his lips but otherwise ignored me. ‘A few of my soldiers shall represent the power and glory of Rome – ever vigilant and ever conquering under the leadership of Marcus Licinius Crassus. My soldiers are readying themselves, and as soon as I have made my announcement they shall enter through that gate opposite, with blaring of trumpets and banging of drums.’

‘A farce!’ I hissed. ‘Useless and monstrously cruel! A bloody slaughter!’

‘Of course a slaughter!’ Crassus’s voice took on an edge like flint, cutting and brittle. ‘What else could transpire, when the soldiers of Crassus meet a band of rebellious slaves? This is only a foretaste of the glorious battles to come, when Rome grants me supreme command of her legions and I march against the rebel slaves.’

‘It’s an embarrassment,’ muttered Mummius in disgust. His face was ashen. ‘A disgrace! Roman soldiers against old men and women and children with wooden toys! There is no honour in it, no glory! The men are not proud, believe me, and neither am I—’

‘Yes, Mummius, I know your sentiments.’ Crassus’s voice burned like acid. ‘You allow yourself to be blinded by carnal lust, by decadent Greek sentimentality. You know nothing of true beauty, true poetry – the harsh, austere, unforgiving poetry of Rome. You understand even less about politics. Do you think there is no honour in avenging the death of Lucius Licinius, a Roman killed by slaves? Yes, there is honour in it, and a kind of merciless beauty, and there shall be political profit for me, both here and in the Forum at Rome.

‘As for you, Gordianus – you have arrived just in time. I certainly hadn’t intended to seat you in my private box, but I’m sure we can find room for you, and for the boy. Is Eco, too, unwell? He sways on his feet, and I seem to see a feverish glimmer in his eyes. And this other person – a friend of yours, Gordianus?’

‘The slave Alexandros,’ I said. ‘As you must already know.’

Alexandros put his mouth to my ear. ‘Him!’ he whispered between the drumbeats in my head. ‘I’m certain of it! I must have seen his face more clearly than I thought; I recognize him now that I see him again – the man who killed the master—’

‘Alexandros?’ said Crassus, raising an eyebrow. ‘Taller than I expected, but the Thracians are a tall people. He certainly looks strong enough to crack a man’s skull with a heavy statue. Good for you, Gordianus! It was wise of you to bring him directly to me, even at the last possible moment. I will announce his capture and send him down to die with the others. Or shall I save him for a special crucifixion, to climax the games?’

‘Kill him, Crassus, and I will scream at the top of my lungs the name of the man who really murdered Lucius Licinius!’

I produced the bloodstained cloak. I threw it at his feet.

Gelina lurched forward, clutching the arms of her chair. Mummius turned pale and Fabius looked at me in alarm. Orata squinted down at the lump of cloth. Metrobius bit his lips and put a protective arm around Gelina’s shoulder.

Only Crassus seemed unperturbed. He shook his head as if he were a pedagogue and I a pupil who could not keep my grammar straight, no matter how many times he corrected me.

‘On the night of the murder, before he fled for his own life, Alexandros saw everything,’ I said. ‘Everything! The corpse of Lucius Licinius; the murderer who knelt beside the body, scraping the name of Spartacus in the stone to deflect suspicion from himself; the murderer’s face. That man was not a slave. Oh, no, Marcus Crassus, the man who killed Lucius Licinius had no other motive than devouring greed. He traded arms for gold with Spartacus. He poisoned Dionysius when Dionysius came too close to the truth. He threw me off the pier and tried to drown me on my first night in Baiae. He dispatched assassins to kill me in the woods last night. That man is not a slave but a Roman citizen and a murderer, and there is no law on earth or in the heavens that can justify the wholesale slaughter of innocent slaves for his crimes!’

‘And who would this man be?’ Crassus asked mildly. He poked his toe at the crumpled, bloodstained tunic. He wrinkled his nose, then frowned with dawning recognition.

I opened my mouth to speak, but Alexandros was quicker. ‘It was him!’ he shouted, and raised his arm. He pointed – but not at Crassus.

Mummius bared his teeth and grunted. Gelina cried out. Metrobius held her tightly. Orata looked slightly queasy. Crassus clenched his jaw and made a face like thunder.

All eyes turned toward Faustus Fabius. He blanched and took a step backwards. For just an instant his imperturbable patrician mask slipped to reveal an expression of pure desperation. Then, just as quickly, he recovered his composure and stared catlike at the finger pointing towards him.

Beside me, Eco swayed and crumpled onto the red carpet.
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Eco fell unconscious into a burning fever. As soon as I could, I took him to the villa, where Iaia was already anxiously waiting for news. She took the matter into her hands and insisted that Eco be brought to her room, where she brooded over him, sending Olympias to the house in Cumae to fetch unguents and herbs. The air in the room was quickly filled with smoke from braziers and vapour from tiny boiling pots. She roused Eco from his uneasy sleep to pour her strange concoctions between his lips and rubbed a foul smelling salve behind his ears and around his lips. For me she prescribed a strong dose of nepenthes (‘For a few hours, at least, it will take you far away from this place, which is what you need’), but I refused to drink it.

Day turned to night without formalities to mark the hours. Dinner was never served; people slipped into the kitchens to pick at leftover portions from the previous day’s feast, or nibbled at delicacies brought back from the games. Without slaves to tend to the beds and light the lamps, to indicate the hours with the unending cycle of their labour, time seemed to stop; yet darkness still descended.

That night Morpheus passed over the villa at Baiae. His spell covered all the rest of the world, but he overlooked the inhabitants of that house; there was no sleep for anyone, only the darkness and stillness of the long night. With Iaia and Gelina I kept a vigil in Eco’s room, listening in amazement as he muttered a fitful stream of names and incoherent phrases. What he said made no sense, and the sounds were often crude and slurred, but there was no denying that he spoke. I asked Iaia if she had put a spell on him, but she claimed no credit.

I sat and fretted in the dim light of Iaia’s room, my head spinning at all the terrible and wonderful things that could happen in a single day.

At last I wrapped a cloak around my shoulders, lit a small lamp, and wandered through the quiet house. The empty hallways were dark, illuminated only here and there where cold white moonlight poured through a window.

Done with her errands for Iaia, Olympias had retired to her own room, but not to sleep. Through her door I heard soft murmurings and sighs, and the low, hearty laugh of a young man released after long days and nights of exile in a cave, luxuriating amid soft pillows and the caresses of warm, familiar flesh. I smiled, wishing I had some excuse to stumble in on their coupling, now that the throbbing in my head had finally ceased and I could truly appreciate the sight.

I continued to wander until I made my way to the men’s baths and stood beside the great pool. The waters of the mineral spring seethed and gurgled; the rising steam danced and vanished in the glow of my little lamp. I looked toward the terrace and saw two naked figures standing side by side, leaning against the balustrade and each other. They gazed out at the reflection of the moon on the shimmering bay. Pools of water marked the path of their footsteps from the bath to the balustrade, and great clouds of steam rose from their heated flesh. The moonlight shone like a fuzzy halo on Mummius’s great hairy shoulders and buttocks; the same light shone on Apollonius and seemed to turn him into quicksilver and polished marble.

I covered my lamp with my hand. Silent and unseen, I found a way down from the terrace onto the path that led to the pier. I turned toward the annexe instead and ascended the hill. I came to the long, low building where the captives had been held. Its door was pressed back against the wall and opened onto utter blackness. I paused for a moment and stepped inside, then recoiled at the shock of the smell. The place was filled with the odour of human misery, but tonight it was empty and silent.

From the stables farther ahead I heard the sounds of quiet conversation and laughter. I followed the path around the corner of the building to the open courtyard. Three guards were posted outside the stables, wrapped in cloaks and gathered around the warmth of an open fire. One of them recognized me and nodded. Behind them, the door to the stables stood ajar, and within I saw the slaves huddled in groups around tiny lamps. Above the low murmur of conversation I heard someone snap, ‘Get out of there, you pest!’ and I knew that Meto must be among them.

I turned toward the villa and took a long, deep breath of cold air. There was no wind; the tall trees that surrounded the villa stood upright and silent. All the world seemed strangely alert and bemused by moonlight.

I walked across the courtyard, hearing the soft crunch of gravel beneath my feet. On the doorstep I hesitated; instead of entering the villa I lingered beneath the portico, then walked along the outer wall until I came to one of the windows that looked into the library. The draperies were only partly shut. The room was brightly lit. Within I saw Marcus Crassus wrapped in his chlamys, toiling over a stack of opened scrolls with a cup of wine in his left hand. He never appeared to look up, but after a long moment he spoke. ‘You need not skulk outside, Gordianus; your spying is done. Come inside. Not through the window – this is a Roman house, not a hovel.’

I returned to the front door and passed through the entry hall. In the darkness the waxen faces of Lucius Licinius’s ancestors gazed down on me, looking grim but satisfied. I walked through the atrium, where the odour of incense had at last covered the lingering smell of putrefaction. Moonlight poured through the open roof like a great column of liquid opal. Holding my lamp aloft, I studied the letters SPARTA on the floor. Under the wavering lamplight and moonlight the crude scratches shone gold and silver, as if some passing god, and not a mere murderous mortal, had drawn them with his fingertip.

There was no guard outside the library. The door stood open. Crassus did not turn or look up when I entered, but indicated that I should sit in the chair to his left. After a moment he pushed the scrolls away, pinched the bridge of his nose, and produced a second silver cup, which he filled to the brim from a clay bottle.

‘I’m not thirsty, thank you, Marcus Crassus.’

‘Drink,’ he said, in a tone that allowed no rebuttal. I obediently put the cup to my lips. The wine was dark and rich, and spread a warm glow through my chest.

‘Falernian,’ said Crassus. ‘From the last year of Sulla’s dictatorship. An exceptional vintage; it was Lucius’s favourite. There was only one bottle left in the cellar. Now there are none.’ He filled his own cup again, then poured the last drops into mine.

I sipped, breathing in the bouquet. The wine was as bemusing as the moonlight. ‘No one sleeps tonight,’ I said quietly. ‘Time seems to have stopped altogether.’

‘Time never stops,’ said Crassus with a bitter edge to his voice.

‘You are not pleased with me, Marcus Crassus. And yet I only did what I was hired to do. Anything less would have shown contempt for the generous fee you promised me.’

He looked at me sidelong. His expression was unreadable. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said at last, ‘you’ll get your fee. I didn’t become the richest man in Rome by swindling petty hirelings.’

I nodded and sipped the Falernian.

‘Do you know,’ said Crassus, ‘for a moment, out there in the arena today, when you were rolling your eyes and making your passionate speech, I actually thought – can you believe it? – I thought that you were going to accuse me of killing Lucius.’

‘Imagine that,’ I said.

‘Yes. If you had dared such impudence, I think I might have ordered one of the guards to put a spear through your heart then and there. No one would have questioned such an act. I would have called it self-defence; you had a knife concealed on your person, you looked like a madman, and you were ranting like Cicero on a bad day.’

‘You would never have done such a thing, Marcus Crassus. Had you killed me immediately after I made such a public accusation, you would only have planted a seed of doubt in everyone who was there.’

‘You think so, Gordianus?’

I shrugged. ‘Besides, the point is hypothetical. I never made such an accusation.’

‘And you never intended to?’

I sipped the Falernian. ‘It seems useless to dwell on such a question, since what you describe never occurred and the true murderer was identified – just in time to avoid a terrible miscarriage of justice, I might add, though I know you find that to be a minor point.’

Crassus made a low noise in his throat, rather like a growl. It had not been easy for him to cancel the slaughter after arousing the curiosity and whetting the blood lust of the crowd. Even after the revelation of Fabius’s guilt, he might have gone on with the massacre had it not been for the intervention of Gelina. Meek, mild Gelina had at last put her foot down. Armed with the truth, she was transformed before our eyes. Her jaw set, her eyes hard and glittering like glass, she had demanded that Crassus cancel his farce. Mummius, blustering and outraged, had joined her. Assaulted from both sides, Crassus had acquiesced. He had ordered his guards to escort Fabius and himself back to the villa, curtly charged Mummius with closing the games, and then had made an abrupt and unceremonious exit.

‘Did you stay for the end of the games?’ Crassus asked.

‘No. I left only moments after you did.’ Why bother to explain that Alexandros and I had carried Eco back to the villa, fearing for his life? Crassus had hardly noticed Eco’s collapse, and probably did not even remember it.

‘Mummius tells me that all went smoothly, but he’s lying, of course. I must be the laughing stock of the whole Cup tonight.’

‘I seriously doubt that, Marcus Crassus. You are not the sort of man at whom people would ever dare to laugh, even behind your back.’

‘Still, to have the slaves rounded up and herded from the ring as unceremoniously as they were herded into it, with no explanation – I could hear the murmurs of disappointment and confusion even from outside the arena walls. For a climax, Mummius tells me he hastily assembled all the surviving gladiators and forced them to fight again in simultaneous matches; not exactly an original idea, was it? Imagine what a farce that became, with the gladiators already weary and some of them wounded, hacking away at each other like clumsy amateurs. When I pressed him about it, Mummius admitted that the lower tiers quickly emptied out. The connoisseurs know a bad spectacle when they see it, and the status seekers saw no point in remaining when I was no longer there to smile back at them.’

We sat in silence for a moment, sipping the wine.

‘Where is Faustus Fabius tonight?’ I asked.

‘Here in the villa, as before. Except that tonight I’ve placed guards outside his room and had him stripped of any weapons, poisons, or potions, lest he do some harm to himself before I decide what I shall do with him.’

‘Will you bring charges against him? Will there be a trial in Rome?’

Crassus again put on the face of a disappointed tutor. ‘What? Go to so much trouble on account of the murder of a nobody like Lucius? Alienate the Fabii, expose an unspeakable scandal in which my own cousin was involved, embarrass myself in the process – they were using my ship and my resources to carry out their schemes, after all – do all this on the eve of the great crisis, when I stand ready to take the command against Spartacus and begin my campaign for the consulship next year? No, Gordianus, there will be no public accusation; there will be no trial.’

‘Then Faustus Fabius will go unpunished?’

‘I never said that. There are many ways for a man to die during wartime, Gordianus. Even a high-ranking officer can be struck down by a spear accidentally cast from behind him, or receive a fatal blow which cannot afterwards be accounted for. And I never said that, either.’

‘Did he confess everything to you?’

‘Everything. It was just as you thought; he and Lucius had hatched their smuggling scheme together during my visit to Baiae last spring. Faustus comes from a very old, very distinguished patrician family. His branch of the Fabii retain a vestige of their old prestige, but they lost their fortune long ago. Such a man can become very bitter, especially when he serves under another man of a lower social rank whose wealth and power far exceed his own and always will. Still, to have betrayed Rome for the sake of his own aggrandizement, to have sacrificed the honour of the Fabii, to have given succour to an army of murderous slaves – these crimes are unforgivable and beneath contempt.’

Crassus sighed. ‘The crimes of my cousin Lucius are even more painful to me. He was a weak man, too weak to make his own way in the world, neither wise enough nor patient enough to trust my generosity. I consider it a personal affront that he should have used my own organization and embezzled my own funds to engage in such a disgusting criminal enterprise. I always gave him more than he deserved, and this was how he repaid me! I’m only sorry that he died as quickly and painlessly as he did; he deserved an even crueller death.’

‘Why did Fabius kill him?’

‘My visit was unscheduled and unexpected. Lucius had only a few days’ notice before my arrival. He panicked – there are dozens of improprieties in his records; there were swords and spears hidden down in the boathouse, awaiting shipment. The night before we arrived, Fabius stole away from the camp at Lake Lucrinus after dark and came to confer with Lucius. To confuse anyone who might see him, and without my knowledge, he took my own cloak before he rode off. It was suitably dark; all the better to hide himself. He didn’t foresee the use to which he would put it, and the fact that he would have to dispose of it altogether. Once it was ruined with blood he could neither leave it at the scene of the crime nor return it to me. He tore the seal from the cloak and threw both into the bay. The seal, being heavier, must have reached the water; the cloak caught on the branches.

‘I missed my cloak the next day and wondered where it had gone; I mentioned it to Fabius himself and he never batted an eyelash! Why do you think I’ve been wearing this old chlamys of Lucius’s every night? Not to conform to the Baian taste for Greek fashion, but because the cloak I brought from Rome was missing.’

I stared at him, suddenly suspicious. ‘But on the same night that I suggested Lucius had been killed here in the library, you asked me where the blood had gone; do you remember, Marcus Crassus?’

‘Perfectly well.’

‘And I told you then that a bloodstained cloak had been found, discarded by the road. You must have suspected that it was your cloak!’

He shook his head. ‘No, Gordianus. You told me that you had discovered a cloth, not a cloak. You never called it a cloak; I remember your words exactly.’ He breathed through his nostrils, sipped his wine, and looked at me shrewdly. ‘Very well, I admit that at that moment I experienced an odd quiver of apprehension; perhaps a part of me glimpsed a path that might lead to the truth. Perhaps a passing god whispered in my ear that this cloth might be my missing cloak, in which case there was far more to Lucius’s murder than I had previously suspected. But one hears such vague whisperings all the time, no? And even the wisest man never knows if the gods whisper true wisdom in his ear or cruel folly.’

‘Still, why did Fabius murder Lucius?’

‘Fabius left Rome prepared to kill Lucius, but the actual murder was spontaneous. Lucius became hysterical. What if I found him out, as I surely would if I made more than a cursory inspection of his records or located the captain of the Fury? He saw his own destruction loom before him. Fabius urged him to keep a cool head; together, he argued, they could keep me busy with other matters and deflect me from ever suspecting their enterprise. Who knows? They might have succeeded. But Lucius lost his wits, began to weep and insisted that a full confession was their only recourse. He intended to tell me everything and throw himself on my mercy, exposing Fabius along with himself. Fabius reached for the statue and silenced his babbling for ever.

‘It was a stroke of genius to incriminate the slaves, don’t you think? That kind of quick-witted, cold-blooded reaction is exactly the quality I need in my officers. What a waste! When Zeno and Alexandros walked in on him, all the better – Fabius scared them off and sent them fleeing into the night to become his scapegoats. He was lucky that Zeno died, because Zeno almost certainly had recognized him. But Alexandros had never seen him before, and so couldn’t tell Iaia and Olympias whom he had seen.’

‘That was why Fabius left the name Spartacus unfinished – because the slaves disturbed him?’

‘No. He had already cleaned the visible blood in the library and wiped it from the floor of the hallway, but he had not yet gathered up the incriminating scrolls that Lucius had been poring over. Some of them had been open on the table when he killed Lucius and were spattered with blood. Fabius had simply rolled them up to get them out of the way and put them on the floor. He intended to finish scrawling the name, rearrange the corpse in a more convincing manner, and then go back to the library to gather up the incriminating documents, so that he could toss them into the sea along with the cloak, or perhaps burn them.

‘Then he heard a voice from the hallway. Someone in the house had apparently heard him working or had been awakened by the clatter of the slaves departing and had got up to investigate. The voice called again, closer to the atrium; Fabius knew he would have to flee immediately or else commit a second murder. I don’t know why he lost his nerve; of course he had no way of telling if the newcomer was armed or not, alone or with others. At any rate, he grabbed the cloak and fled.’

‘But no one in the house admitted to hearing anything that night.’

‘Oh?’ Crassus said sardonically. ‘Then someone lied to you. Imagine! Who might that have been?’

‘Dionysius.’

Crassus nodded. ‘The old scoundrel walked into the atrium to find his patron lying dead on the floor. Instead of raising an alarm, he took his time to evaluate the situation and consider how he might profit from it. He headed for the library to do some quick snooping. He found the incriminating documents; why they were incriminating he had no way of knowing, but the blood on the parchment spoke for itself. He took them up to his room and hid them away, then presumably pored over them at his leisure, trying to connect them with the murder.

‘Imagine Fabius’s panic when he arrived at the villa with me the next day and, sneaking off to the library at his first opportunity, found that the documents had vanished! And yet he gave no outward sign of his agitation. What a cool, calculating countenance! What an officer Rome has lost!

‘It wasn’t until the night you arrived that he was able to slip down to the boathouse to throw the weapons into the water; he had attempted to do so on previous nights, but there was always some interruption, or else he was seen and couldn’t risk going through with it. Actually, I think he was being overhesitant; your arrival spurred him to take the risk – and then you came upon him in the middle of the act! Stabbing you would have looked too much like a second murder, so he tried to drown you instead.’

‘He failed.’

‘Yes. From that moment, Fabius told me, he knew you were the arm of Nemesis.’

‘Nemesis has many arms,’ I said, thinking of all those who had played a part in exposing Faustus Fabius – Mummius and Gelina, Iaia and Olympians, Alexandros and Apollonius, Eco and Meto, loose-tongued Sergius Orata and the dead Dionysius, and even Crassus himself.

‘So it was Fabius who later slipped into the library and cleaned the blood from the statue’s head?’

Crassus nodded.

‘But why did he wait so long? Was it a detail he had simply overlooked until then?’

‘No, he had wanted to do a more thorough cleaning of the library before, but I was always here working, or he was busy attending to duties, or else there was someone who might see him in the hallway. But your arrival set him in furious motion to cover all his tracks.’

‘My arrival,’ I said, ‘and Dionysius’s vanity.’

‘Exactly. When the old windbag bragged at dinner about beating you to the solution, he sealed his own fate. Whether he actually suspected Fabius is doubtful, but Fabius had no way of knowing what the philosopher had deduced. The next morning, amid the confusion of the funeral arrangements, he slipped into Dionysius’s room and added poison to his herbal concoction. You were correct, by the way; he used aconitum. While he was in the room he also attempted to pry open Dionysius’s trunk, suspecting the missing scrolls might be hidden there; the lock proved too strong and he finally fled the room, fearing that Dionysius or a slave would walk in on him.’

‘Where did he obtain the poison?’

‘In Rome. He purchased the aconitum from some vendor in the Subura the night before we set out. Even then he realized he might have to kill Lucius, and he hoped to be able to do it in a more subtle, more secretive fashion than bashing in his skull. The poison was brought for Lucius, but it was used to silence Dionysius. I found more of the stuff in Fabius’s room, and confiscated it to keep him from using it on himself. I don’t intend to let him off that easily.’

‘And last night, on my way to Cumae, Fabius attempted to murder me.’

‘Not Fabius, but his agents. During your altercation in front of the stables he glimpsed the bloodstained cloak hidden under your own. He thought he had tossed it into the sea on the night of the murder; that was the first time he knew that the cloak had been found.’

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I remember the odd look on his face.’

‘Had you bothered to show the cloak to me – had you trusted me from the outset with all the evidence, Gordianus – I would have recognized it immediately, and all manner of wheels would have begun to turn. But alas! Fabius could only hope that you had withheld it from me, either on purpose or through neglect, and that I hadn’t yet seen it, as was the case. He had no choice but to kill you and recover the cloak and destroy it as quickly as possible.

‘It was Fabius whom I had charged to obtain gladiators and organize the funeral games; usually I would have assigned Mummius, but given his weakness for the Greek slave and his distaste for the spectacle I was planning, he was unreliable. Fabius had already determined to eliminate you, one way or another. He had brought two gladiators up from the camp at Lake Lucrinus, just in case he needed them, and so had them ready to send after you immediately when you departed for Cumae. Fabius asked you where you were headed, do you remember? You made the grave error of telling him. Fabius sent the gladiators to follow you and the boy, assassinate you both, and bring him the cloak.’

I nodded. ‘And when our bodies were found, the murders would have been blamed again on Alexandros, hiding in the woods!’

‘Exactly. But you would have been no safer here at the villa. His other plan, had you spent the night here, was to steal into your room and pour a draft of hyoscyamus oil into your ear. Do you know its effects?’

A chill crept up my spine. ‘Pig-bean oil; I’ve heard of it.’

‘It was another poison he had purchased and brought from Rome, another option for eliminating Lucius, short of murdering him; given its effects, it would have taken care of you quite nicely. They say that if one pours an adequate dose into the ear of a sleeping man, he will wake up the next morning raving and incoherent, completely deranged. You see, Gordianus, had you spent last night here in your room, you might be a babbling idiot now.’

‘And had Eco not shouted a warning outside the arena today, a spear would have pierced me from neck to navel.’

‘Another gift from Fabius. When only one of his assassins returned to him last night with news that you had escaped with the cloak, he ordered the gladiator to act as his private watchman, to hide above the entrance to my box and watch for your arrival. Without my knowledge, Fabius discharged the guards who should have been standing before the entrance, so there would be no witnesses. It was his last desperate gambit; had the assassin succeeded in spearing you, he would have informed Fabius and you would have been carted off to rot with the dead gladiators, an anonymous and unlamented corpse.’

‘And tonight Faustus Fabius would be free of all suspicion.’

‘Yes,’ Crassus sighed, ‘and the people of the Cup would be spreading tales of the unique and glorious spectacle staged by Marcus Licinius Crassus, stories that would reverberate all the way up to Rome and down to Spartacus’s camp at Thurii.’

‘And ninety-nine innocent slaves would be dead.’

Crassus looked at me in silence, then smiled thinly. ‘But instead, the opposite of each of these things has happened. I think, Gordianus, that you are indeed an arm of Nemesis. Your work here has merely fulfilled the will of the gods. How else could it be, except as a jest of the gods, that tonight I should be sitting here drinking the last of my cousin’s excellent Falernian wine with the only man in the world who thinks the lives of ninety-nine slaves are more important than the ambitions of the richest man in Rome?’

‘What will you do with them?’

‘With whom?’

‘The one hundred.’

He swirled the last of the wine in his cup and stared into the red vortex. ‘They’re useless to me now. Certainly they can’t be returned to this house, or to any of my properties; I could never trust any of them again, after what’s happened. I considered selling them here at Puteoli, but I don’t care to have them spreading their story all over the Cup. I shall ship them off to the markets at Alexandria.’

‘The Thracian slave, Alexandros—’

‘Iaia has already approached me, asking to buy him as a gift for Olympias.’ He sipped his wine. ‘Completely out of the question, of course.’

‘But why?’

‘Because it is just possible that someone might decide to bring a murder charge against Faustus Fabius and force a trial; I’ve told you that I have no desire for such a public spectacle. Any prosecutor would of course call on Alexandros to testify, but a slave cannot testify without his master’s permission. Now, so long as I own Alexandros I will never allow him to speak of the matter again. He must be put out of reach. He’s young and strong; probably I shall make him a galley slave or a mine worker, or send him to a slave market so far away that he will quietly vanish forever.’

‘But why not let Olympias have him?’

‘Because if murder charges are ever brought against Faustus Fabius, she might allow him to testify.’

‘A slave can’t testify except under torture; Olympias would never permit that.’

‘She might manumit him; in fact, she probably would, and a freedman can testify to his heart’s content, and to my eternal embarrassment.’

‘You could extract a pledge—’

‘No! I cannot permit the slave to stay anywhere in the region of the Cup, don’t you see? So long as he’s about, people will keep talking about the affair of Lucius Licinius, and wasn’t Alexandros the slave everyone accused of the murder, and didn’t it actually turn out that some patrician did it, or so the gossips say – you see, he simply has to vanish from the Cup, one way or another. My way is more merciful than simply killing him, don’t you see?’

I clenched my jaw. The wine was suddenly bitter. ‘And the slave Apollonius?’

‘Mummius wants to buy him, as you must already know. Again, out of the question.’

‘But Apollonius knows nothing!’

‘Nonsense! You yourself sent him diving for the weapons that Faustus Fabius tossed into the water.’

‘Even so—’

‘And his presence among the other ninety-nine this afternoon ruins him for any further service in any proximity to me. Mummius is my right-hand man; I can’t have a slave I almost put to death living in Mummius’s home, serving me wine when I come to visit and turning down my bed for me at night, slipping an asp between the coverlets. No, like Alexandros, Apollonius must vanish. I expect it won’t be difficult to find a buyer for him, considering his beauty and his talents. There are agents in Alexandria who buy slaves for rich Parthians; that would be best, to sell him to a rich master beyond the edge of the world.’

‘You’ll make an enemy of Marcus Mummius.’

‘Don’t be absurd. Mummius is a soldier, not a sensualist. He’s a Roman! His ties to me and his sense of honour far outweigh any fleeting attraction he may feel for a pretty youth.’

‘I think you’re wrong.’

Crassus shrugged. Behind the mask of hard logic on his face, I saw his smug satisfaction. How could such a great and powerful man take pleasure in exacting such petty revenge on those who had foiled him? I closed my weary eyes for a moment.

‘You said earlier that I would be paid the fee I was promised, Marcus Crassus. As part of my fee . . . as a favour . . . there is a boy among the slaves, a mere child called Meto—’

Crassus shook his head grimly. His mouth was a straight line. His narrow eyes glinted in the lamplight. ‘Ask me for no more favours concerning the slaves, Gordianus. They are alive, and for that you may credit your own tenacity and Gelina’s insistence, but your fee will be paid in silver, not in flesh, and not one of the slaves will receive special treatment. Not one! They shall be dispersed beyond the reach of anyone in this house, sold to new masters and put to good use, doing their small share to build the prosperity and maintain the eternal power of Rome.’

 

Crassus and his retinue made ready to leave for Rome the next morning. The slaves, with Apollonius, Alexandros, and Meto among them, were herded from the stables down to the camp by Lake Lucrinus, and then to the docks at Puteoli. Olympias, weeping and refusing to be comforted, shut herself away in her room. Mummius watched the slaves depart with a grim jaw and an ashen face.

Iaia’s household slaves were summoned from Cumae to tend to necessities at the villa. Eco’s fever broke but he did not awaken.

That night a dinner in Crassus’s honour was held at one of Orata’s villas in Puteoli, where Crassus and his retinue spent the night. Gelina attended, but I was not invited. Iaia stayed with me to watch over Eco. Crassus departed the Cup the next morning. Gelina made ready to vacate the villa to spend the winter at Crassus’s house in Rome.

Eco awoke the next day. He was weak but his appetite was strong, and the fever did not return. I half expected that his newly restored power of speech would vanish with his illness; if, as Crassus had said, my work in Baiae had merely been to fulfil the will of the gods, then it was reasonable to assume that the gods had granted Eco the ability to cry out merely for the purpose of saving my life outside the arena, and that now they would reclaim the gift. But when he opened his eyes that morning and looked up at me, he whispered in a hoarse, childlike voice, ‘Papa, where are we, Papa?’

I wept, and did not stop weeping for a long time. Iaia, even with her access to Apollo’s mysteries, could not explain what had transpired.

 

As soon as he was well enough, Eco and I began the journey back to Rome, by land rather than sea. Mummius had left horses for our use and soldiers to act as our bodyguards on the road. I appreciated his concern, especially since I was carrying a rather substantial amount of silver on my person, my fee for finding the murderer of Lucius Licinius.

We took the Via Consularis to Capua, where Spartacus had trained to be a gladiator and had revolted against his master. Then we took the Via Appia northwards, drinking in the splendid autumnal scenery, never imagining that in the spring its broad, paved width would be lined for mile after mile, all the way to Rome, with six thousand crucified bodies – unlucky survivors of the annihilated army of Spartacus, nailed on crosses and publicly displayed for the moral edification of slaves and masters alike.




EPILOGUE

 



 

 

 

‘You’ll never believe who’s come to see us!’ said Eco. His voice was a bit deep and hoarse for such a young man, but to me it was more beautiful than any orator’s.

‘Oh, I might,’ I said. Just to hear him speak, even two years after the events at Baiae, was enough to make me believe almost anything. I had learned not to question the whims of the gods or to take them for granted.

I set down the scroll I had been perusing and took a sip of cool wine. It was a midsummer’s day. The sun was hot, but a cool breeze fluttered about the flowers in my garden, causing the asters to bob their heads and the sunflowers to dance.

‘Could it be . . . Marcus Mummius?’ I said.

Eco looked at me from beneath beetling brows. For a while, after he regained his speech, he had become a child again, always questioning, always curious, but speech had also made him whole and had quickened his manhood. His father’s amazing deductions could no longer impress him as easily as in the old days.

‘You heard his voice from the foyer,’ he said accusingly.

I laughed. ‘No, I heard his voice from all the way outside the house. I couldn’t place that loud bellowing at first, but then I remembered. Show him in.’

Mummius had come alone, which surprised me, given his important new rank in the city. I stood to greet him, citizen to citizen, and offered him a chair. Eco joined us. I sent one of the slave girls for more wine.

He looked different somehow. I studied him for a moment, perplexed. ‘You’ve shaved your beard, Marcus Mummius!’

‘Yes.’ He reached up and tugged self-consciously at his naked chin. ‘They tell me a beard is too old-fashioned for a politician, or too radical, I can’t remember which. Anyway, I shaved it off during the electioneering last autumn.’

‘It flatters you. No, really, it does. It shows off your strong jaw. And that handsome scar on your chin – from the battle of the Colline Gate?’

‘Ha! A fresh one, from fighting the Spartacans.’

I laughed. ‘You’ve prospered, Marcus Mummius, and set your foot on a new career.’

He shrugged and looked about the peristyle. The place was less of a mess than usual, which was as it should be, given the new slaves that Bethesda had insisted I purchase.

‘You’ve prospered, too, Gordianus.’

‘In my way. But to be elected Praetor Urbanus – such an honour! What are your reflections, midway through your term of office?’

He suppressed a foolish-looking grin. ‘It’s all right, I suppose. Pretty boring, really, sitting in courts all day. Believe me, falling asleep standing upright is a small trick compared to staying awake on a hot afternoon listening to those advocates bicker and drone about some tedious lawsuit. Thank Jupiter it’s only for a year! Although I will admit that organizing the Apollinarian Games this summer was amusing enough. You were there?’

I shook my head. ‘No, but I’m told that the Circus Maximus was filled to overflowing and the spectacles were unforgettable.’

‘Well, as long as the god Apollo was pleased.’

The slave girl arrived with wine. We sipped in silence.

‘Your son has become quite a man.’ Mummius smiled at Eco.

‘Yes, he brings greater joy to his father every year. But tell me, Marcus Mummius, have you simply come to visit an acquaintance you haven’t seen in two years, or does the Praetor Urbanus of Rome have business with Gordianus the Finder?’

‘Business? No. Actually, I’ve been meaning to visit you for some time, but my duties are quite demanding. I don’t imagine you’ve had much contact with Crassus since Baiae?’

‘None at all, except for seeing his election graffiti everywhere last autumn, and hearing him speak in the Forum from time to time. I’m a busy man myself, Marcus Mummius, and my duties don’t seem to bring me in contact with the great Consul of the Roman Republic’

He nodded. ‘Yes, Crassus got everything he wanted, didn’t he? Well, not quite everything, and not exactly as he wished. You went to the ovation they gave him last December, for defeating Spartacus?’

I shook my head.

‘No? But you attended the great feast he gave this month, in honour of Hercules?’

I shook my head again.

‘But how could you have missed it? They set up ten thousand tables in the streets and the thing lasted for three days! I should know, it was part of my job to keep the peace. Surely you collected the three months’ worth of grain that Crassus distributed to every citizen?’

I shook my head. ‘Would you believe, Marcus Mummius, that I made a point of being at a friend’s house up in Etruria during that time? It occurred to me that Eco might enjoy walking in the hills and fishing in a stream, and Rome does become so hot and crowded in midsummer.’

He pursed his lips. ‘My own relations with Marcus Crassus are not exactly warm.’

‘Oh?’

‘They’re strained, actually. I suppose you know all about the slave war, the decimation, all that.’

‘Not from your point of view, Marcus Mummius.’

He sighed and folded his hands. Clearly, he had come to unburden himself. I had said before that there is something in me that compels others to bare their secrets. I took a stiff draught of wine and tilted my chair so I could lean back against a pillar.

‘It happened early in the campaign,’ he began. ‘Crassus had his six legions, raised with his own money. He assigned the Senate’s two legions to my command, the ones that had already encountered Spartacus and been defeated. I thought I could whip them into shape, but they were already badly demoralized, and there wasn’t much time.

‘The Spartacans were bearing down on Picentia from the south, heading for the Cup. Crassus sent me to observe and report back on their movements. It’s true, he ordered me not to engage them, not even to skirmish with them, but a lieutenant in the field has to use his judgment. A group of Spartacans became separated from their fellows in a narrow valley; no reasonable military man would have failed to attack them. In the midst of the battle, word spread that Spartacus had set an ambush for us and that his whole army was closing in. It was a false rumour, but panic spread through the ranks. My men bolted and fled. Many were killed. Many were captured and tortured to death. Many threw down their weapons and ran.

‘Crassus was furious. He berated me in front of his other lieutenants. He decided to make an example of my men.’

‘So I heard,’ I sighed, but Mummius was determined to tell the story anyway.

‘They call it “decimation” – the removal of one in ten. It’s an old Roman tradition, though no one I know can remember it ever happening before in his lifetime. Crassus is a keen one for reviving grand old traditions, as you know. He ordered me to identify the first five hundred who had fled – not an easy task among twelve thousand soldiers. Those five hundred he divided into fifty units often men each. The men drew lots. One man in ten drew the black bean. That’s fifty men in all who were chosen to die.

‘The units were formed into circles. Each victim was stripped naked, his hands bound behind his back and his mouth gagged. The other nine in each unit were given clubs. At Crassus’s signal a drumbeat commenced. It was done without honour, without glory, with no dignity at all. There are those who say that Crassus did the right thing—’

‘There certainly are,’ I said, remembering the grunts and grave nods of approval when the story had been told in the marketplaces of Rome.

‘But you’d be hard-pressed to find a soldier who believes that. Discipline had to be maintained, certainly, but it’s no way for a Roman warrior to die, clubbed to death by his fellows!’ He bit his lips and shook his head. ‘But I’m not telling you this story simply to brood over my own bitterness. I thought you deserved to know what became of Faustus Fabius.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Did you ever hear of his fate?’

‘I know that he never came back from the war. I kept my ears open in the Forum for news about him. I heard he died in combat against the Spartacans.’

Mummius shook his head. ‘No. Crassus somehow arranged to have Fabius inserted among the men chosen for the decimation. Naked, bound and gagged, there was nothing to identify his rank or station. When the clubbing began, I forced myself to watch, along with Crassus and the other lieutenants. They were my men, after all; I couldn’t turn my back on them. Among the victims there was one who managed to spit out his gag; he kept screaming that a mistake had been made. No one else paid any attention, but I ran over to take a closer look.

‘A moment later and I would never have recognized him, not after the clubs struck his face. But I saw him clearly enough. It was Faustus Fabius. The look in his eyes! He recognized me; he called my name. Then they knocked him to the ground. They crushed his skull and beat him to a bloody pulp, until you could hardly tell he was a man at all. What a horrible way to die!’

‘No more horrible than the deaths of Lucius Licinius or Dionysius; certainly no more horrible than the fate that Crassus had in mind for the slaves.’

‘Even so, for a Roman patrician and officer to die such a shameful death! I stared at Crassus in horror. He wouldn’t look back at me, but I saw a smile on his lips.’

‘Yes, I know that smile. Here, drink more wine, Marcus Mummius. Your voice grows hoarse.’

He swallowed the wine like water and wiped his lips. ‘The war didn’t last long. Six months, and it was over. We trapped them like rats at the southern tip of Italy and destroyed them. Crassus had the six thousand survivors nailed to crosses along the Via Appia.’

‘So I heard.’

Mummius smiled faintly. ‘Fortune nodded to Marcus Crassus, but she smirked as well. A small band of the Spartacans escaped and made their way north, just in time to meet Pompey’s army returning at last from Spain. Pompey crushed them like ants beneath his heel and then sent a letter to the Senate, claiming that while Crassus had done a worthy job, it was he, Pompey, who had finally put an end to the slave revolt!’ He laughed, and some of the colour returned to his cheeks.

‘Why, Mummius, you sound as if you’d changed camps and become a partisan of Pompey.’

‘I’m no man’s partisan now. I’m a war hero, didn’t you know? At least that’s what my family and friends told me when I came back to Rome. They’re the ones who made me stand for Praetor Urbanus. I’d rather be in a tent under the stars, eating out of a wooden pot.’

‘I’m sure you would.’

‘Anyway, Pompey and Crassus have made peace with each other, for the moment. After all, there are two Consuls every year, so each of them gets to be Consul. Of course, Pompey received a full triumph for defeating Sertorius in Spain, and the Senate would only allow Crassus an ovation for defeating Spartacus; there can be only so much glory for beating a slave. So while Pompey entered the city with trumpets and a chariot, Crassus followed behind on horseback to the sound of flutes. But he did manage to talk the Senate into letting him wear a laurel crown, not just a myrtle wreath.’

‘And the great feast he hosted this month?’

‘In honour of Hercules. Why not, since Pompey dedicated a temple and held games in honour of Hercules at the same time! They go back and forth, stealing one another’s thunder. Still, Pompey can’t claim to have sacrificed a tenth of his wealth to Hercules and the people of Rome, as Crassus did. It takes a very rich man to be a successful politician these days!’

I looked at him sceptically. ‘Somehow, Marcus Mummius, I don’t think that you came to visit me after all this time just to gossip about politics, or even to tell me the fate of Faustus Fabius.’

He looked back at me with equal shrewdness. ‘You’re right, Gordianus. I can’t fool you for long. Though I will say that you’re one of the few men in Rome with whom it would be worth sharing gossip – I feel I can speak to you honestly. No, I came with other news, and to offer you a gift.’

‘A gift?’

At that moment one of the slave girls caught my eye. ‘More visitors,’ she announced.

Mummius was smiling from ear to ear.

‘Yes?’ I said.

‘Two slaves, master. They say they belong to your guest.’

‘Then show them in!’

A moment later two figures appeared in the peristyle. It was Apollonius who caught my eye first. He was as striking as ever. From behind him a smaller figure came racing headlong into the garden and was upon me before I could steady myself in my chair. Meto wrapped his arms around my neck and sent me tumbling backwards. Eco laughed out loud.

Mummius rose and extended his hand. Apollonius stepped forward, walking with a slight limp. Together they pulled me to my feet.

Meto stood grinning at me and shuffling from foot to foot, suddenly shy. He had grown considerably since I had seen him, but was still a boy.

‘Marcus Mummius, I don’t understand. Crassus told me—’

‘Yes, that he would disperse the slaves to the ends of the earth, beyond recall. But Marcus Crassus isn’t the cleverest Roman, you know, just the richest. My agent found Apollonius in Alexandria. His new owner was a cruel man, and not disposed to part with him. I travelled there last summer, after the war was over and before the election campaign began in the autumn. To loosen the man’s grasp I had to resort to Roman persuasion: a little silver, a little steel – such as a sword pulled halfway from its scabbard – and just the right tone of voice to set a fat Egyptian quivering.

‘Apollonius was weak from mistreatment and fell sick on the journey to Rome. He was ill all through the autumn and winter, but he’s recovered now.’ Mummius scratched his bare chin, and a glimmer lit his eye. ‘He says I look better without my beard.’

‘And you do!’ said Apollonius, smiling affectionately.

‘I suppose I’ll eventually get used to it.’

‘Does Crassus know?’ I said.

‘About my beard? Ha! No, you mean about Apollonius. Maybe, maybe not. I don’t see Crassus very often nowadays, except when duty demands it. He isn’t likely to encounter my household slaves in the normal course of events, and if he does, I shall say to him, “Why else did Romans fight and die against Spartacus, Marcus Crassus, except to protect the right of a citizen to own slaves as he chooses?” I don’t fear Crassus. I think he’s much too busy matching strokes with Pompey to fret over an old spite against me.’

He reached out to tousle Meto’s hair. ‘It took me longer to track down this one, though he was only down in Sicily. Quite a few of the other house slaves ended up there, sold as a lot. The stupid farmer who bought him ignored his training and put him to work in the fields. Isn’t that right, Meto?’

‘He made me play scarecrow in the orchards. I had to stand out in the hot sun all day to scare them off, and he wrapped my hands up in rags so that I couldn’t eat the fruit off the trees.’

‘Imagine that,’ I said, swallowing to clear a sudden lump in my throat. ‘What about Alexandros, the Thracian?’

Mummius’s face darkened. ‘Crassus sent him to work in one of his silver mines in Spain. Slaves usually don’t live long in the mines, even strong, young slaves. I sent an agent to try to buy him, anonymously, but the foreman wouldn’t budge. Word must have got back to Crassus; Alexandros was transferred from the mines to a galley – the Fury, in fact. Even so, I still hoped to save him. Then, only a few days ago – on the very day that Meto arrived in Rome – I learned that the Fury had been raided and burned by pirates off the coast of Sardinia. A few sailors escaped to tell the story.’

‘And Alexandros?’

‘The Fury was sunk with the slaves still chained to their posts.’

I sighed and gritted my teeth. I threw back my head to empty my cup and stared at the sunflowers that nodded in the breeze. ‘A death more terrible than that of Faustus Fabius, I should think! He might have saved himself if he had stayed hidden in that cave, if he hadn’t come forward to identify Fabius. But then Apollonius and Meto would not be alive today. What a remarkable people these Thracians are! Does Olympias know?’

He shook his head. ‘I had hoped to surprise her with good news. Now I think I shall never tell her.’

‘Perhaps we should. Otherwise she may hope and hope, to no end. Iaia is wise enough to find a way to tell her.’

‘Perhaps.’

For a long moment there was silence in the garden, except the rustling of a cat among the asters. Mummius smiled.

‘You see, I waited to call on you until I had a surprise for you. Meto is my gift to you. You told Crassus that you wanted to buy the boy, didn’t you? It’s the least I can do, to thank you for saving Apollonius and the others.’

‘But I wished to buy him only to save him from Crassus . . .’

‘Then take him now, please, if only to spite Crassus! You know that the boy is clever and honest; he’ll be a credit to your household.’

I looked at Meto, who smiled at me hopefully. I thought of him with his hands wrapped in rags, hungry and hot, chasing after crows in a dusty orchard.

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘I accept your gift, Marcus Mummius. Thank you.’

Mummius grinned broadly. Then an odd look passed over his face, and he rose hurriedly to his feet. I turned and saw that Bethesda had entered the peristyle from the direction of the kitchen.

I took her hand in mine. Mummius made a funny, bashful face and shifted about nervously, as men often do in the presence of a very pregnant woman.

‘My wife,’ I said. ‘Gordiana Bethesda.’

Mummius nodded dumbly. Behind him, Apollonius smiled. Little Meto looked up at Bethesda’s looming belly with parted lips, clearly in awe of his new mistress.

‘I can’t stay long in the garden,’ Bethesda said. ‘It’s much too hot. I was on my way to lie down for a while, but I thought I heard voices here in the peristyle. So you are Marcus Mummius. Gordianus has spoken of you often. Welcome to our home.’

Mummius only swallowed and nodded. Bethesda smiled and withdrew. ‘Oh, Eco,’ she called over her shoulder, ‘come along and help me for a moment.’

Eco nodded to our guests and followed after her.

Mummius cocked an eyebrow. ‘But I thought . . .’

‘Yes, Bethesda was my slave. And for years I was very careful to avoid producing another slave by her. I wanted no children of my own blood, certainly not slave children.’

‘But your son . . .’

‘Eco came into my life unannounced. I thank the gods every day that I had the wisdom to adopt him. But I saw no reason to bring a new life into such a world.’ I shrugged. ‘After Baiae something stirred in me. Bethesda is now a freedwoman, and my wife.’

Mummius grinned. ‘And now I see what you were busy doing nine months ago, last December, instead of going out to watch Crassus’s ovation!’

I laughed and leaned toward him. ‘Do you know, Mummius, I believe it did occur on that very night!’

Eco suddenly appeared at the far end of the peristyle. The two slave girls flanked him. All three wore expressions of shock, dismay, confusion, and joy.

Eco opened his mouth. For a long moment he seemed to be mute again. Then the words tumbled out. ‘Bethesda says she’s ready – she says it’s beginning!’

Mummius turned pale. Apollonius smiled serenely. Meto whirled and clapped his hands. I rolled my eyes heavenwards.

‘Another crisis arrives,’ I whispered, feeling suddenly fearful, and then impossibly elated. ‘Another story begins.’




AUTHOR’S NOTE

 



 

 

 

Although he attained fabulous wealth and shared in the First Triumvirate with Caesar and Pompey, Marcus Licinius Crassus is universally regarded as one of history’s biggest losers. His crucial mistake was getting killed in his ill-conceived campaign against the Parthians in 53 BC, at the height of his power and prestige. Decapitation has a way of making even the richest man in the world irrelevant.

There are two biographies of Crassus in English. Allen Mason Ward’s invaluable Marcus Crassus and the Late Roman Republic (University of Missouri Press, 1977) is meticulously researched and argued; F.E. Adcock’s Marcus Crassus, Millionaire (W. Heffer & Sons, Ltd., Cambridge, 1966) is essentially a long, elegant essay. Ward is sometimes forgiving to a fault, as when he writes of Crassus’s decimation of his own soldiers: ‘Times were desperate, and desperate measures were needed . . . it would not be fair to criticize Crassus’s behavior as unnaturally vicious.’ Adcock, on the other hand, may be too glib when he writes of the young Crassus: ‘He did not wear his heart upon his sleeve, and it might be doubted whether he had a heart to wear.’

Our chief sources for the Spartacan revolt are Appian’s History and Plutarch’s Life of Crassus. Original source material on other slave uprisings, and on Roman slavery in general, can be found in Thomas Wiedemann’s Greek and Roman Slavery (Routledge, London, 1988).

The most comprehensive guide to Roman painting, potions, and poisons is Pliny’s Natural History, which also supplies our scant knowledge of Iaia and Olympias. Those interested in the mythic properties of the Sibyl of Cumae may consult Virgil’s Aeneid. References to food are scattered through many sources (the Pythagorean comment on beans in chapter 7, for example, comes from Cicero’s On Divination), but the richest larder of information is Apicius; adventurous cooks and armchair gourmets may consult The Roman Cookery of Apicius (Hartley & Marks, Inc., 1984), translated by John Edwards with recipes adapted for the modern kitchen.

Every now and then a researcher discovers a previously unknown volume that fits his needs with uncanny precision. So it was when I discovered Romans on the Bay of Naples: A Social and Cultural History of the Villas and Their Owners from 150 B.C. to A.D. 400 (Harvard University Press, 1970), by John H. D’Arms. It was a book I longed to read even before I knew it existed.

For small details and matters of nomenclature, I consulted on an almost daily basis a massive, musty, 1300-page edition of William Smith’s unsurpassed Dictionary of Greek and Roman Antiquities (James Walton, London; second edition, 1869), and to a lesser extent Everyday Life of the Greeks and Romans by Guhl and Koner, another nineteenth-century reference work (Crescent Books, reprinted 1989).

My adaptation of Lucretius’s ‘Why Fear Death?’ (following Dryden’s translation) for the funeral in chapter 16 is arguably anachronistic, given that Lucretius’s On the Nature of the Universe was not published until around 55 BC. However, I like to imagine (and it is possible) that in 72 BC Lucretius, still in his twenties, might already have been working on early drafts of his great poem, bits of which might have circulated among the philosophers, poets, and performers who lived on the Cup.

 

I want to say thank you to some people whose personal interest in my work and professional support of my career have been unflagging: to my editor Michael Denneny and his assistant, Keith Kahla; to Terri Odom and the Odom clan; to John W. Rowberry and John Preston; to my sister Gwyn, Keeper of the Disks; and of course to Rick Solomon.

A library figures prominently in this novel – the library of Lucius Licinius is the scene of the murder. In the here and now, it is libraries which are being killed – cut back, shut down, dismantled and dispersed, book by book and dollar by dollar. Yet without them, I could hardly have done my research. I especially appreciate the San Francisco Public Library, severely shaken but not shut down by the earthquake of 1989; the Interlibrary Loan system, which allows access to volumes from collections all over the country; the Perry-Castañeda Library on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin, where I’ve spent whole days among the stacks in a kind of information ecstasy, uncovering material for both Arms of Nemesis and its sequel, Catalina’s Riddle; and the Jennie Trent Dew Memorial Library in Goldthwaite, Texas, where in a sense all my historical research began some thirty years ago.
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