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  Steven Saylor is best known as the author of the Roma sub Rosa series set in ancient Rome and featuring Gordianus the Finder. His work has been widely praised for its remarkable accuracy and vivid historical detail as well as for its passion, mystery and intrigue.


  
    Steven divides his time between Berkeley, California, and Austin, Texas. His web address is www.stevensaylor.com.

  


  
    Praise for the Roma sub Rosa series

  


  
    ‘How wonderful to have a scholar write about ancient Rome; how comforting to feel instant confidence in the historical accuracy of the novel.’


    Sunday Times

  


  ‘Saylor has acquired the information of a historian but he enjoys the gifts of a born novelist.’


  Boston Globe


  
    ‘Saylor evokes the ancient world more convincingly than any other writer of his generation.’


    Sunday Times

  


  ‘Saylor’s scholarship is breathtaking and his writing enthrals.’


  Ruth Rendell
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    In ancient myth, the Egyptian god Horus (whom the Romans called Harpocrates) came upon Venus engaged in one of her many love affairs. Cupid, her son, gave a rose to Horus as a bribe to keep him quiet; thus Horus became the god of silence, and the rose became the symbol of confidentiality. A rose hanging over a council table indicated that all present were sworn to secrecy. Sub Rosa (‘under the rose’) has come to mean ‘that which is carried out in secret’. Thus ‘Roma sub Rosa’: the secret history of Rome, as seen through the eyes of Gordianus.
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  Listed below are some significant events preceding the action of The Venus Throw, which begins in mid-January, 56 B.C.


  90 B.C.


  Gordianus in Alexandria.


  80 B.C.


  King Soter of Egypt dies; succeeded briefly by Alexander II, then by Ptolemy Auletes. Sulla dictator in Rome; Cicero’s first major speech, in defence of Sextus Roscius; the events of Roman Blood.


  76 B.C.


  Appius Claudius (father of Clodia and Clodius) dies.


  75 B.C.


  First senatorial attempt to act on the alleged will of Alexander II bequeathing Egypt to Rome.


  72 B.C.


  Second year of Spartacan slave revolt; the events of Arms of Nemesis.


  68 B.C.


  Clodius incites mutiny in Lucullus’s army.


  65 B.C.


  Crassus as censor makes a foiled attempt to declare Egypt a tributary province of Rome.


  63 B.C.


  Cicero’s consulship; the events of Catilina’s Riddle. Caesar and Pompey attempt to exact Egyptian tribute with Rullan Legislation, foiled by Cicero.


  62 B.C.


  Clodia’s husband Quintus Metellus Celer governor of Cisalpine Gaul. Clodius disrupts the celebration of the Good Goddess.


  61 B.C.


  Clodius tried for the Good Goddess scandal and acquitted.


  59 B.C.


  Caelius prosecutes Antonius (Cicero defending). Caesar as consul arranges for King Ptolemy to be recognized as ‘Friend and Ally of the Roman People’ in return for thirty-five million denarii. King Ptolemy raises taxes in Egypt, angering the populace. Clodius becomes a plebian in order to run for tribune. Clodia widowed by the death of Quintus Metellus Celer.


  58 B.C.


  Clodius tribune. Cicero forced into exile (March). Roman takeover of Egyptian Cyprus. King Ptolemy flees to Rome.


  57 B.C.


  Cicero returns from exile (September). Caelius supports Bestia for praetor. The delegation of one hundred Alexandrians, headed by Dio, arrives in Italy.


  
    
  


  
    
      At dice I sought the Venus Throw.


      Instead: damned Dogs – the lose-all low!

    

  


  
    —Propertius, Elegies IV, vii: 45–46

  


  
    We’ve all heard about Alexandria, and now we know about it – the source of all trickery and deceit, where the plots of all the mimes come from.

  


  
    —Cicero, Pro C. Rabirio Postumo, 35

  


  
    Democritus disapproved of sexual intercourse as being merely the act whereby one human being springs from another – and by Hercules, the less of that the better! On the other hand, sluggish athletes find that sex rejuvenates them; sex can relieve hoarseness, cure pain in the loins, sharpen eyesight; sex can restore mental balance and banish melancholy.

  


  
    —Pliny, Natural History


    XXVIII, 58

  


  
    
  


  Part One


  Nex


  
    
  


  I


  [image: ]


  ‘Two visitors at the front door, Master.’ Belbo looked at me from under his brow and shifted from foot to foot uncertainly.


  ‘Their names?’


  ‘They wouldn’t say.’


  ‘Familiar faces?’


  ‘I’ve never seen them before, Master.’


  ‘Did they say what they wanted?’


  ‘No, Master.’


  I pondered this for a moment and stared into the flames of the brazier.


  ‘I see. Two men—’


  ‘Not exactly, Master . . .’


  ‘Two visitors, you said. Are they both men or not?’


  ‘Well,’ Belbo said, wrinkling his brow, ‘I’m pretty sure that one of them is a man. At least I think so . . .’


  ‘And the other?’


  ‘A woman – I think. Or maybe not . . .’ He looked thoughtfully but without much concern into the middle distance, as if trying to remember what he had eaten for breakfast.


  I raised an eyebrow and looked beyond the flaming brazier, through the narrow window and into the garden, where the statue of Minerva kept watch over a little fishpond. The sun was beginning to lower. Days in Januarius are all too short, especially for a man of fifty-four like myself, old enough to feel the cold in his bones. But the daylight was still strong enough to see clearly, certainly clearly enough to tell if someone at the door was male or female. Was Belbo’s sight beginning to fail?


  Belbo is not the cleverest of slaves. What he lacks in brains he has always made up for with brawn. For a long time this hulking mass of bulging muscles and straw-coloured hair has been my bodyguard, but in recent years his reflexes have grown noticeably slower. I had thought I might be able to start using him as a doorkeeper, reasoning that his long service at my side would enable him to recognize most of my visitors and that his size should intimidate those he didn’t. Alas, if he couldn’t even tell the difference between a man and a woman it would hardly do to have him answering the door.


  Belbo ceased to ponder the middle distance and cleared his throat. ‘Should I show them in, Master?’


  ‘Let me see if I understand you: two strangers of indeterminate sex, who refuse to give their names, have come to call on a man with a lifetime’s worth of enemies, here in the most dangerous city in the world. Show them in, you ask? Why not?’


  My sarcasm was apparently too subtle. Belbo nodded and left the room before I could call him back.


  A moment later he returned with my visitors. I stood to greet them, and realized that Belbo’s eyes were indeed still sharp, probably sharper than my own. Had I seen this couple across the street or walking through the Forum, I might have taken them to be exactly what they appeared to be, a rather small young man with delicate features, dressed in an ill-fitting toga and wearing a broad-brimmed hat (despite the less than sunny weather), and a much older, much larger woman wrapped in a stola that modestly covered her from head to toe. But on closer inspection, there was something amiss.


  I could see nothing of the young man’s body, obscured as it was by the loose folds of his oversize toga, but his face was not quite right; there was no sign of a beard on his cheeks, and his soft, beautifully manicured hands moved with a delicacy that was not masculine. Also, instead of lying flat around his ears and the back of his neck, his hair appeared to have been pushed up under his hat, which meant it must be unusually long. The colour of his hair was odd as well – dark at the roots, but turning blond where it was tucked up under the brim of his hat, which he declined to take off.


  As for the woman, a woollen mantle draped over her head obscured much of her face, but I could see that her cheeks had been painted, and not too expertly, with a rose-coloured blush. The wrinkles of her neck hung down in folds considerably looser than the folds of the stola that strained to contain her bulk, especially around the middle. Her shoulders seemed a bit too broad and her hips too narrow. Nor did her hands seem quite right, for Roman matrons take pride in keeping their flesh as pale as possible, and hers were dark and weathered as if by many years of exposure to the sun, and while any woman vain enough to colour her cheeks might be expected to take good care of her fingernails, those of my visitor were ragged and bitten down to the quick.


  The couple stood mute beside the brazier.


  ‘I understand that you’ve come to pay me a visit,’ I finally said.


  They merely nodded. The young man pursed his lips and peered at me, his face stiff. The old woman tilted her head so that the brazier lit up her eyes. Between lashes stained black with antimony I saw a flash of apprehension.


  I waved to Belbo, who fetched a pair of folding chairs and placed them opposite my own.


  ‘Sit,’ I offered. They did, demonstrating even more clearly that things were not what they seemed. The wearing of the toga is an art, as is the wearing of the stola, I imagine. From their manifest awkwardness it seemed highly unlikely that the little man had ever worn a toga before, or that his companion had ever worn a stola. Their clumsiness was almost comical.


  ‘Wine?’ I offered.


  ‘Yes!’ said the young man, sitting forward, his face suddenly animated. His voice was high and somehow too delicate, like his hands. The old woman stiffened and whispered ‘No!’ in a hoarse voice. She nervously fiddled with her fingers, then bit at her thumbnail.


  I shrugged. ‘For myself, I feel the need of something to stave off the chill in the air. Belbo, ask one of the serving girls to bring some water and wine. And something to eat, perhaps?’ I looked enquiringly at my visitors.


  The young man brightened and nodded eagerly. The woman glowered and struck at his arm, making him wince. ‘Are you mad?’ she whispered gruffly. I thought I detected a slight accent, and was trying to place it when I heard her stomach growl.


  ‘Yes, of course, exactly,’ the young man muttered. He too had an accent, faint but vaguely eastern. This was curious, for only Roman citizens wear the toga. ‘No food, please,’ he said.


  ‘How unfortunate,’ I said, ‘for we have some very good must-cakes left over from breakfast this morning, flavoured with honey and pepper in the Egyptian style. My wife comes from Alexandria, you see. I spent some time there myself as a young man – oh, that must have been over thirty years ago. The Egyptians are famous for their soft breads, as I’m sure you know. My wife says it was a baker at the mouth of the Nile who discovered the secret of leavening and dedicated his first loaf to the great Alexander when he founded the city.’


  The woman’s mouth began to twitch. She pulled at her mantle to shade her eyes, but I could feel her gaze on me as hot as the flames of the brazier. The little man’s face lost its animation and turned stiff again.


  Belbo returned with a small folding table which he set between us. A serving girl followed with three cups and two ewers, one of water and one of wine. The girl poured wine into each cup and then departed, leaving it to me to apportion the water. ‘For myself, in the cold months I take it almost straight,’ I said, leaning forward and adding only a splash of water to the nearest cup. ‘And you?’ I looked at the young man. He held up his forefinger and pressed his thumb against the furthest joint. ‘A knuckle’s worth of water,’ I said, pouring, then looked at his companion. ‘And will you join us after all?’ She hesitated, then copied the little man’s gesture. Again I noticed her bitten nails and the sun-weathered flesh of her hands.


  ‘You won’t regret it,’ I said. ‘This comes from my private stock. I still have some jars of wine remaining from my brief tenure as a farmer up in Etruria a few years ago. It was a very good year – for the wine, anyway.’ I handed them each a cup. Before I could pick up my own, the woman quickly put hers down and reached for mine. ‘I changed my mind,’ she whispered hoarsely. ‘Less water will suit me. If you don’t mind.’


  ‘Of course not.’ I picked up the cup she had abandoned and held it before my lips, pretending to savour the bouquet. She watched me intently and put her cup beneath her fleshy nose, sniffing at it cautiously with no pretence of enjoyment, waiting for me to take a sip before she would do the same. It was an absurd moment, like a scene in some hackneyed comedy, except that had we been on a stage the audience would have hooted at us for playing our parts too broadly.


  At last I put the cup to my mouth and drank, letting the red wine linger on my lips for a moment before licking them clean, to show her I had swallowed. Only then did she sip cautiously from her cup. Her companion, having watched this interchange as if awaiting permission, put his cup to his lips and drained it. ‘Excellent!’ he exclaimed, his voice slipping into a higher register. He cleared his throat. ‘Excellent,’ he said again in a voice that was deeper but still distinctly feminine.


  For a moment we sipped our wine in silence, listening to the crackling of the brazier. ‘You seem cautious about stating your purpose,’ I finally said. ‘Perhaps you could begin by telling me your names.’


  The little man looked at the woman, who then turned away from the flames and hid her face in shadow. After a moment the little man looked back to me. ‘No names,’ he said softly. ‘Not yet.’


  I nodded. ‘As you wish. What do names matter, anyway? Names are but a cloak, a garment which men put on and take off. A disguise, if you will. Don’t you agree?’


  The little man looked at me with gleaming eyes – was he intrigued, or had he simply drained his cup too quickly? His companion kept her face in shadow, but again I felt the heat of her gaze. ‘A name is not the same as a thing,’ she finally whispered.


  I nodded. ‘So I was taught long ago – when I lived in Alexandria, as a matter of fact. And yet, without names, we have no way of discoursing with one another about the things those names represent.’


  The woollen mantle nodded gravely up and down.


  ‘A thing is called one name in Greek, another in Latin,’ I said. ‘The thing remains the same. That which applies to things must also apply to persons. King Ptolemy of Egypt, for example, is King Ptolemy, whether we give him the Greek title basileus or the Latin title rex.’


  The figure in the stola drew a sharp breath and seemed on the verge of speaking, but held back.


  ‘So it is with the gods themselves,’ I went on. ‘Romans call the father of the gods Jupiter; Greeks call him Zeus. “Jupiter” is an onomatopoeia for the sound of lightning striking the earth, while “Zeus” captures the sound of a thunderbolt cutting through the air. Thus do names convey to the ear what the eye and the soul of man perceive, however imperfectly.’


  ‘Exactly!’ whispered my visitor. The head tilted to reveal the eyes, which were fixed upon me with the excitement of a teacher who hears his pupil repeating back to him a lesson learned long ago but never forgotten.


  ‘Still, names are not things,’ I said, ‘and while the study of names may fascinate us, it is the study of things, or more precisely our human perception of things, which must occupy anyone who cares to discover philosophy. For example: I see the flame in this brazier, yet how do I know that it exists?’


  The little man, who had availed himself of more wine during my discourse, laughed out loud. ‘Simple – put your hand into the flame!’


  I clucked my tongue disapprovingly. ‘You must be of the Epicurean School, if you believe that by sense perception alone we can determine the actuality of existence. Epicurus taught that all sensations are true; still, the fact that I am burned by the fire should be no proof to you of its existence, since you would feel no pain.’


  ‘Ah, but I would hear you scream.’


  ‘Perhaps; but there are those who can endure such pain without screaming. If I didn’t scream, would the fire be any more or less real? What if I did scream, and you happened to be deaf and looking elsewhere – would I still have been burned? Then again, if I were to scream, and if you were to hear me, you still would have no way of knowing whether my pain was real or a sham.’


  ‘You seem to know a lot about such things,’ said the young man, who smiled and took another sip. I noticed he had spilled a bit of wine on his toga.


  ‘A little. Philosophy is the creation of the Greeks, of course, but a Roman may attempt to comprehend it. My old patron Cicero made himself something of an expert on philosophy, to help his oratory. From the Skeptics he learned that a proposition is always easier to disprove than to prove – a useful thing for a lawyer to know, especially if he has no scruples about defending guilty men.’


  I took a long sip of wine. The mood in the room had changed completely. My visitors’ frosty suspicion had melted into trust. The comforting cadence of philosophic discourse was familiar ground, as I suspected it would be.


  ‘But just as a name is not a thing, so appearance is not existence,’ I went on. ‘Consider: two visitors come to my home. At first glance, they appear to be a man and a woman, and this is clearly the impression they wish to give. But on closer scrutiny this is only an impression, not the truth; thus do my senses tell me and my powers of logic deduce. Questions follow: if the man is not a man, and the woman is not a woman, then what are they? Who are they? Why do they wish to be perceived as something they are not? Who are they trying to fool, and why? And why do they come to the house of Gordianus the Finder?’


  ‘And do you know the answers to all these questions?’ rasped my visitor in the stola.


  ‘I think so, to most of them, anyway. Though some things about your companion still puzzle me . . .’ I looked at the little man, who smiled in a way I couldn’t account for, until I realized that he was smiling not at me but at someone behind me.


  I turned to see my daughter, Diana, in the doorway.


  Her posture was tentative, as if she had merely paused to have a look into the room and would move on at any moment. She wore the long-sleeved gown that children of both sexes wear, but at thirteen she was already beginning to fill the garment in ways unmistakably feminine. Her dark blue gown merged with the dimness of the hallway, so that her face, lit up by the brazier, seemed to hover in the air. Her skin, which had the creamy texture and the rosy glow that my visitor’s painted cheeks so crudely mimicked, made the darkness of her long eyelashes and her thick eyebrows all the more pronounced. The flames caught the highlights of her long black hair, which was parted in the middle and fell down her shoulders. Her brown eyes peered at us curiously and with a hint of amusement. How like her mother she had always been, and how more like her she became every day! Sometimes it seemed to me that I had nothing to do with creating her, so completely was she cast in Bethesda’s image.


  She smiled faintly and began to move on. ‘Diana,’ I called, ‘come here for a moment.’


  She stepped into the room, wearing that mysterious smile she inherited from her mother. ‘Yes, Papa?’


  ‘We have visitors, Diana.’


  ‘Yes, Papa, I know. I saw Belbo let them in at the front door. I was on my way to tell Mother, but I thought I’d have a closer look first.’


  ‘A closer look?’


  She gave me a bemused, exasperated look, such as Bethesda gives me when I belabour the obvious. ‘Well, Papa! It’s not every day that a eunuch and a man dressed as a woman come calling on you, is it?’


  She looked at my visitors and smiled sweetly.


  They didn’t smile back, but instead looked glumly at each other. ‘I told you that the pretence was worthless. Even a child saw through it!’ grumbled the old man in the stola, no longer disguising his voice or his Alexandrian accent. He wearily pushed back the mantle from his head. His silver hair was pulled back from his face and knotted at the back of his neck. His forehead was wrinkled and covered with spots. The folds of flesh hanging from his chin quivered and he suddenly looked ridiculous, an unhappy old man with painted cheeks and painted eyes.


  The eunuch in the toga covered his mouth and giggled tipsily. ‘But you look so pretty in make-up!’


  ‘Enough of that!’ growled the old Egyptian. His mouth settled in a deep frown and his jowls drooped as he stared bleakly into the flames, his eyes full of despair.
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  ‘This is my daughter, Gordiana, whom we call Diana.’ I took her soft, smooth hand in mine. ‘Diana, we are honoured by the presence of Dio of Alexandria: philosopher, teacher, esteemed member of the Academy, and currently the chief ambassador to Rome from the people of Egypt.’


  With the unstudied dignity of a distinguished man used to being formally introduced and hearing his titles recited, Dio stood, clasping his hands before him, pulling his shoulders back. His self-possession seemed peculiarly at odds with his strange costume; with his painted face and his feminine garments he looked like the priest of some eastern cult – which was precisely what his companion turned out to be.


  ‘And this,’ said Dio, gesturing to the little eunuch, who likewise stood, though a bit tipsily, ‘is Trygonion, a priest at the Temple of Cybele here in Rome.’


  The eunuch took a little bow and pulled off his hat, from which tumbled a mass of pale yellow hair. The colour was a bleached, unnatural shade of blond. He ran his fingers through his hair and shook his head to untangle the curls.


  ‘A philosopher . . . and a gallus!’ Diana said wonderingly. The last word gave me a start. Gallus is the Latin term for a castrated priest of the Great Mother, Cybele. All the galli are foreigners, since by law no Roman can become one. The word is pious in the mouths of the goddess’s adherents, but others sometimes use it as a vulgar epithet (‘You filthy gallus!’); the idea of men becoming eunuchs, even in the service of the divine, remains foreign and repulsive to most Romans. I couldn’t remember ever having taught the word to Diana, but then she is always coming out with things I never taught her. She learns them from her mother, I suspect.


  ‘Yes,’ Dio said ruefully, ‘puzzle that, Gordianus: what could a philosopher and a gallus possibly have in common – the man who lives by reason, and the man whose life is the surrender of all reason? Ha! Circumstances make strange bedmates. The more desperate the circumstances, the odder the bedmates.’ He cast a sidelong, gloomy glance at the eunuch, then suddenly looked doubtful. ‘I do not intend this metaphor literally, of course. You do have this phrase in Latin, yes? About circumstances and bedmates?’


  ‘Something close enough.’


  He nodded, satisfied that he had made himself understood. His Latin was in fact impeccable, though his accent was distinctly Alexandrian, with the particular inflections of those born in Egypt whose ancestry and primary tongue are Greek. Hearing him speak freely, I now recalled his voice from many years ago. It had grown coarser with age, but was undeniably the same voice I had listened to so attentively on the steps outside the temple of Serapis in Alexandria when I was a young man, eager to learn all I could about the world. Dio’s voice took me far back in memory and far away from Rome.


  Introductions finished, we sat, except for Diana, who excused herself and left the room, no doubt to go and tell her mother.


  Dio cleared his throat. ‘You remember me, then?’


  ‘Teacher,’ I said, for that was what I had always called him in Alexandria, and it now felt awkward to call him by his name, though I was long past the age of deference, ‘of course I remember you. You’d be a hard man to forget!’


  ‘I had thought, after so many years . . . And then, when they told me your name, how could I know for sure that it was the same Gordianus whom I had known so long ago? To be sure, the name is unusual, and also they seemed to think that you had been to Alexandria as a young man, and what they said of you sounded like the tree that would have grown from the sapling – this expression you have also, yes? And I have used the correct tenses? Good. Still, with so much danger around me, so many betrayals – you understand why I could not come to you openly? Why I hesitated to reveal myself to you? Why I had to be suspicious even of your very fine wine?’ He looked at me uneasily and chewed a fingernail. ‘Even when I saw you, I was not quite sure that you were the Gordianus I had known in Alexandria. Time changes us all, and you wear a sort of disguise as well, you know.’


  He gestured to something on my face. I touched my chin and realized that he meant my beard.


  I smiled. ‘Yes, I was clean-shaven back then. Alexandria is too hot for beards, and I was too young to grow a decent one anyway. Or do you mean all the grey among the black? Grey hair and wrinkles are a kind of involuntary disguise, I suppose, worn by anyone who lives long enough.’


  Dio nodded and studied my face, still trying to decide whether he could trust me. ‘I have to be very careful,’ he said.


  ‘Yes, I know something about your situation,’ I said. ‘Your journey from Alexandria, the attacks on your entourage after you landed down in Neapolis, the threats against you here in Rome, the fact that the Senate looks the other way. There’s plenty of talk in the Forum these days about what people call “the Egyptian situation”.’


  ‘Still, how did you guess it was Dio?’ asked the little gallus, pouring himself another cup of wine. ‘Our disguises got us safely through the streets. Granted, they may be less convincing at such close quarters—’


  ‘Yes,’ said Dio, ‘how could you possibly have known it was me? Surely you didn’t recognize my face, hidden in shadow and painted like a woman’s, and after all these years. And surely it was not my voice, for I tried to speak like a woman and as little as I could, and you have not heard me speak for so long.’


  ‘Teacher, I’m not sure exactly why you’ve come to see me, but I assume it has something to do with the reputation I’ve made for myself: Finder, I’m called. I knew who you must be almost at once. If I couldn’t figure out as small a thing as that, coming to see me would be a waste of your time.’


  ‘Elucidate,’ said Dio, in his expressionless teacher’s voice.


  ‘Yes, make yourself clear!’ laughed the little gallus, lifting his wine cup and shaking out his bleached curls.


  ‘Very well. That you were not what you wished to appear was immediately evident to me, as it was to Diana, and even to Belbo, my doorkeeper.’


  ‘What gave me away?’ said Dio.


  I shrugged. ‘Little things. Who can list all the differences between the ways that men and women walk and talk and hold themselves? An actor on the stage can convincingly portray a woman, but an actor trains for the task. To simply paint your face and put on a stola is hardly an impersonation.’


  ‘Then the pretence was not at all convincing? Be specific! I have to know, because if I cannot succeed with this disguise, then I must find another. It could mean the difference between – between life and . . .’ He bit at his fingernails again, but finding nothing left to gnaw at, pulled nervously at the wrinkles that hung from his neck.


  ‘Your fingernails gave you away, for a start. Roman matrons make a ritual of their manicures.’


  ‘Ah!’ He looked at his nails with disgust. ‘A terrible habit. It’s come back to me only since I arrived in Italy. I cannot seem to stop myself.’


  ‘You might grow back your nails, but your hands would still give you away. Such brown, weathered hands – no Roman matron has hands like yours, and neither does any citizen of standing. Only slaves and farmers have such hands – or visitors from foreign climes where the sun stays hot all year long and burns everyone brown as a nut, from King Ptolemy down to the lowest field slave.’


  ‘Ptolemy!’ Dio spat the name.


  ‘Yes, I saw your agitation earlier when I spoke his name, which gave further confirmation to what I already suspected: that Dio of Alexandria had come to pay me a visit.’


  ‘But you still haven’t explained how you came to have such a suspicion in the first place,’ said the gallus. ‘ “Elucidate!” ’ he quipped, mimicking Dio.


  ‘By steps, then: my visitor is dressed as a woman but is not a woman. My visitor must be a man, then, with a reason for concealing himself – I confess that I overlooked the possibility that either of you might be a eunuch. A man in trouble, perhaps in danger – that seemed likely from your nervous mannerisms and the fact that you refused any food, despite the fact that your stomach was growling. From your brown hands and your accent, I knew you must be foreign.’


  I shrugged. ‘But there’s a point where explaining the discrete steps in a logical progression of thought becomes too tedious to bother with – would you agree, Teacher? Like asking a weaver to explain how a tapestry was made by taking it apart thread by thread – what a mess you’d have! Suffice it to say that given what I had already deduced, the supposition leaped to my mind that my visitor must be Dio of Alexandria. I’ve heard of your plight; rumour says that you’ve been hiding in private houses here on the Palatine Hill; suddenly it occurred to me that this foreign stranger with a desperate demeanour might be Dio. To test the possibility, I felt you out. I spoke of philosophy, my days in Alexandria, King Ptolemy. Your reactions confirmed my suspicions. This is not philosophy or mathematics, Teacher, but I think you must see how my mind works, and how I have put to use the ways of thinking which you taught me long ago.’


  Dio smiled and nodded. How curious, that in the fifth decade of my life I could still be warmed by the approval of a teacher I hadn’t seen and had scarcely thought about for thirty years!


  ‘And what about Trygonion?’ Dio said.


  ‘Yes, what did you make of me?’ asked the little gallus, his eyes sparkling. (I say ‘his eyes’, though many people, perhaps most, would say ‘her eyes’; as often as not, eunuchs are referred to as females, which seems to please them.)


  ‘I confess, Trygonion, that you stumped me. I knew that you weren’t what you pretended to be, but I got it wrong. I assumed you must be a young woman in a toga and hat, trying to pass herself off as a man.’


  The gallus threw back his head and let out a throaty laugh. ‘A logical balance, I suppose, for those who think of things as one or the other: a young woman in a toga, to match an old man in a stola!’


  I nodded. ‘Exactly. The expectation of symmetry seduced me into error.’


  ‘So you took me for a woman!’ said Trygonion, sitting low in his chair and fixing me with a feline gaze. ‘Who did you think such a woman might be – the philosopher’s slave, his daughter, his wife?’ He reached over and stroked the top of Dio’s wrinkled hand with his fingertips; the philosopher made a face and drew back at the touch. ‘Or his Amazon bodyguard, perhaps?’ Trygonion laughed.


  I shrugged. ‘Your features and your voice confused me. Eunuchs are rare in Rome; I overlooked that possibility. I saw that you were unaccustomed to wearing a toga, as might be expected of a woman – but also of a foreigner. I did notice your accent, but it’s faint, and not Egyptian; Phrygian, I assume, now that I know you’re a gallus. Your Latin is almost that of a Roman. You must have lived here a long time.’


  ‘For ten years. I came to serve at the Great Mother’s temple here in Rome when I was fifteen, the very year that I consecrated myself to her worship.’ By consecrated, Trygonion meant castrated; Dio winced. ‘So, the gallus proved a harder riddle to solve than the philosopher,’ the little priest said, looking pleased with himself.


  ‘As is only logical,’ said Dio irritably, ‘given that philosophers strive for lucidity, while the priests of Cybele make a religion of mystifying the senses.’


  ‘And yet our host’s young daughter perceived the truth at a glance,’ said Trygonion.


  ‘A beautiful girl,’ said Dio softly, wrinkling his brow.


  ‘Such insight on the part of a child seems almost preternatural, don’t you think, Gordianus?’ Trygonion looked at me shrewdly. ‘Perhaps your daughter is a witch.’


  Dio scowled and shifted uneasily, but I decided to indulge the gallus’s sense of humour rather than take offence. ‘Diana’s mother grew up in Egypt, which has many eunuchs. Diana was born with Egypt in her blood, so I suppose she knows a eunuch when she sees one. I’d like to take credit for her cleverness, but certain insights definitely come from her mother.’


  ‘Perhaps they are both witches,’ said Trygonion.


  ‘Enough of your rudeness,’ growled Dio. ‘These galli think they can say anything and behave however they choose, under anyone’s roof. They have no shame.’


  ‘That’s not all we lack,’ said Trygonion with a straight face.


  Whatever the source of her insight, Diana had also put her finger on the more perplexing mystery that lay beyond the thin disguises of my guests: what were they doing together? It was clear that they had no love for each other.


  ‘If you’ve had enough wine,’ I said, knowing that Trygonion had drunk more than his share while Dio had barely touched his cup, ‘and if we’ve talked enough of your disguises, perhaps we should speak of more serious things. Why have you come to me, Teacher, and what do you want from me?’


  Dio cleared his throat. ‘You spoke a moment ago of what you Romans call “the Egyptian situation”. I take it, then, that you know of the false will of King Alexander, the schemes of Caesar and Pompey to get their hands on the wealth of Egypt, the wholesale murder of my colleagues who have come to seek justice from the Senate of Rome—’


  I raised my hand. ‘Perhaps you should begin at the beginning and explain to me each step that brought you to my door. But to start, I want only the simplest answers to two simple questions. First: why have you come to me?’


  Dio looked at me for a long moment, then gazed into the flames of the brazier. His voice trembled. ‘I have come to you because there is no one else in all Rome to whom I can turn for help, no one else I can trust – if indeed I can trust even you.’


  I nodded. ‘And second: what do you want from me, Teacher?’


  ‘I want you to help me to—’ He choked on the words. He turned his gaze from the brazier to me, so that I saw the flames dancing in his eyes. His jaw quivered and the fleshy folds of his neck shook as he swallowed hard. ‘Help me. Please! I want you to help me to . . .’


  ‘To help you to do what?’


  ‘Stay alive!’


  
    
  


  III
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  With his great mane of dark hair, his towering physique (not yet gone to fat), and his amiable manner, the philosopher Dio had been a conspicuous figure in the Alexandria of my youth. Like most of the upper class of Egypt, Dio was of Greek blood – with a touch of the Scythian, he had claimed, to account for his height, and a bit of the Ethiop to account for his dark complexion. He had been a familiar sight on the steps of the library attached to the Temple of Serapis, where philosophers met to debate with one another and instruct their pupils.


  As a young man I had ended up in Alexandria after a long journey and had decided to stay there for a while. That was where I met my future wife, Bethesda, or more precisely, where I purchased her; she was a slave offered for sale at the great slave market, very young and very beautiful. (And a troublemaker, the auctioneer had begrudgingly admitted, which was why I was able to afford her; but if what she gave me was trouble, I only craved more of it.) Thus I passed the hot Alexandrian nights in a haze of lust; and during the day, while Bethesda kept herself busy in my shabby little apartment or went to the market, I gravitated to the library steps and sought out Dio. I was no student of philosophy – I lacked the money for formal education – but it was a tradition among Alexandrian philosophers to engage common men in conversation from time to time, at no charge.


  Now, thirty years later, I could recall only bits and pieces of those conversations, but I vividly remembered how Dio had fanned my youthful passion for truth into white-hot flames with his rhetorical conundrums, just as Bethesda had fanned my other passions. In those days I had everything I needed, which for a young man is not much: an unfamiliar city to explore, a partner in my bed, and a mentor. We do not forget the cities, or the lovers, or the teachers of our youth.


  Dio was attached to the Academic school. His mentor was Antiochus of Ascalon, who in a few years would become the head of the Academy; Dio was one of the great philosopher’s leading protégés. In my ignorance I once asked Dio where the Academy was, and he laughed, explaining that while the name originated from a specific site – a grove near Athens where Plato taught – it applied nowadays not to any particular place or building, but to a discipline, a school of thought. The Academy transcended borders; kings might be its patrons, but they had no hegemony over it. The Academy transcended language (though of course all great works of philosophy, including those of the Academics, are written in Greek). The Academy embraced all men, and yet belonged to none. How could it be otherwise with an institution dedicated to discovering fundamental truths?


  How does a man know what he knows? How can he be sure of his own perceptions, let alone those of others? Do the gods exist? Can their existence be proven? What is their form and their nature, and how can men discern their will? How can we determine right and wrong? Can right action lead to an evil result, or wrong action to a good outcome?


  To a young Roman, barely twenty, in an exotic, teeming metropolis like Alexandria, these were heady questions. Dio had studied them all, and his quest for knowledge was a profound inspiration to me. Dio was hardly more than ten years my senior, but to me he seemed infinitely wise and worldly. In his presence I felt quite out of my depth, and I was immensely flattered that he would take the time and effort to explain his ideas to me. Sitting on the steps of the library while his slaves shaded us with parasols, we would discuss the differences between intellect and sensation, range the senses in order of reliability, and consider the specific ways that men depend upon logic, smell, taste, sight, hearing and touch to make sense of the world.


  Thirty years had passed. Dio had changed, of course. He had seemed old to me then, but now he truly was old. The mane of dark hair had turned to silver. His belly had grown big and his skin had grown loose and wrinkled. But his broad back was unstooped. Unused to having his arms covered, he pulled up the sleeves of his stola to reveal a pair of muscular forearms as brown and weathered as his hands. He looked as healthy as myself, and given his size and robustness, he was probably stronger.


  You’d be a hard man to forget, I had told him. Now, as he implored me to help him stay alive, I almost said, You look like you’d be a hard man to kill.


  Instead, after a considerable pause, I changed the subject. ‘What I find surprising, Teacher, is that you should remember me after all these years. I was your pupil only in the most casual way, and my time in Alexandria was relatively brief. After I left, I heard that your mentor Antiochus succeeded Philo as head of the Academy; your life must have become very busy after that, conversing with kings, playing host to diplomats, advising the great and powerful. How curious, that you should remember making the acquaintance of a footloose young Roman who liked to loiter on the library steps, eavesdropping on the discourses of his elders and occasionally daring to converse with them.’


  ‘You were something more than that,’ Dio said. ‘You say that you would be a poor Finder if you could not deduce the identity of a visitor like myself. Well then, what sort of philosopher would I be, if I could not recognize and remember a kindred spirit when I met one?’


  ‘You flatter me, Teacher.’


  ‘I most certainly do not. I never flatter anyone, not even kings. Not even King Ptolemy! Which is one reason I find myself in this terrible state.’ He smiled weakly, but in his eyes I saw the haunted look of a man oppressed by constant fear. He stood and began to pace nervously around the small room, hugging his arms to his chest and shaking his head. Trygonion sat with folded hands and watched him with a curious expression, content to be silent.


  ‘Do you remember the things we used to talk about on the library steps, Gordianus?’


  ‘Only bits and pieces, I’m afraid. But I remember your eloquence when you spoke of perception and truth, of how the teachings of Plato and the Stoics had been clarified rather than refuted by the Academy—’


  ‘Is that what you remember? How strange! That’s not at all what I recall of our conversations.’


  ‘But what else was there, except talk of philosophy?’


  Dio shook his head. ‘I don’t remember talking of philosophy with you, though I suppose I must have. All those abstract fancies and high-minded ramblings – how pompous I must have seemed to you!’


  ‘Not at all—’


  ‘No, what I remember are the stories you told, Gordianus.’


  ‘What stories?’


  ‘About your adventures out in the great world! About your long, roundabout journey from Rome to Egypt, and your visits to the Seven Wonders along the way, and your exploits in Alexandria. How dull my own life seemed by comparison. How old you made me feel, as if life had passed me by! While my colleagues and I lounged under parasols, debating good and evil, you were out in the streets, encountering good and evil in the flesh, taking part in the whirling drama of life and death. Who was I to speak of discerning truth from falsehood, when sitting beside me on the steps of the library was the young Roman who had solved the riddle of the cat murdered in the Rhakotis district, which caused half the populace of the city to riot?’


  ‘You remember that story?’ I said, amazed.


  ‘I have never forgotten it! Even now I can close my eyes and hear you telling the tale while philosophers and shopkeepers gathered around to listen in awe.’


  ‘The killing of a mere cat caused the city to riot?’ Trygonion turned a heavy-lidded, dubious gaze at each of us in turn.


  ‘You obviously have never been to Alexandria, where cats are gods,’ said Dio curtly. ‘Only a few years ago a similar incident occurred. The culprit was a Roman, or so they said. But given the political climate in Alexandria these days, any pretext will do to stir up the mob to chase a Roman through the streets, cat killer or not.’ He stopped his pacing and took a halting breath, then another. ‘Do you think we could retire to another room? The brazier is too hot. The air grows stuffy.’


  ‘I could call Belbo to unshutter another window,’ I suggested.


  ‘No, no, perhaps we could step outside for a moment?’


  ‘As you like.’


  I led them into the garden. Trygonion made a show of shivering and hugging himself, flapping the folds of his toga in an undignified, decidedly un-Roman fashion. Dio studied the fishpond with an abstracted air, then gazed up at the darkening sky, took several deep breaths and resumed his pacing, which brought him to a startled halt before the statue of Minerva. The virgin goddess held an upright spear in one hand and clutched a shield in the other. An owl perched on her shoulder and a snake coiled at her feet. The whole statue was painted in such lifelike colour that the goddess seemed to breathe and gaze down on us from beneath the visor of her crested helmet.


  ‘Magnificent,’ he whispered. Trygonion, loyal to the Great Mother, gave the goddess of wisdom only a cursory glance.


  I stepped alongside Dio and gazed up at the statue’s familiar face. ‘The only female in the place who never talks back to me. But then, she never seems to listen to me, either.’


  ‘She must have cost a small fortune.’


  ‘Probably, though I can’t tell you the cost. I gained her by inheritance, more or less, like the rest of this house. The tale of how that came to pass would fill a book.’ 1


  Dio surveyed the portico that surrounded the garden, clearly impressed. ‘Those multicoloured tiles above the doorways—’


  ‘Fired by artisans in Arretium. So my late benefactor Lucius Claudius once told me, when I was merely a visitor here.’


  ‘And all these finely carved columns—’


  ‘Salvaged and brought up with great difficulty, so I was told, from an old villa at Baiae, as was the statue of Minerva. All are of Greek design and workmanship. Lucius Claudius had impeccable taste and considerable resources.’


  And now all this is yours? You’ve done well for yourself, Gordianus. Very well, indeed. When they said that you lived in a fine house here on the Palatine, I wondered if it could be the same man who’d led a wanderer’s life in Alexandria, living from hand to mouth.’


  I shrugged. ‘I may have been a wanderer, but I always had the humble house of my father to come back to here in Rome on the Esquiline Hill.’


  ‘But surely that couldn’t be as fine as this. You have prospered remarkably. You see, I judged you rightly when I met you long ago in Alexandria. I have known many wise men, philosophers who crave knowledge as other men crave fine wines or sumptuous clothing or a beautiful slave – as a glittering possession that will bring them comfort and earn other men’s esteem. But you sought after truth as if you wished to marry her. You yearned for truth, Gordianus, as if you could not live without breathing her perfume every morning and night. You loved all her mysteries in equal measure – the great mysteries of philosophy as well as the practical mystery of discovering the killer of an Alexandrian cat. To search for truth is virtue. For your virtue the gods have rewarded you.’


  I could think of no response but a shrug. In the thirty years since I had last seen Dio I easily could have died a hundred times, for my labours had often brought me into danger, or I could have fallen into ruin like so many other men. Instead I owned a fine house on the Palatine and counted senators and wealthy merchants among my neighbours. Dio’s explanation of my good luck was as reasonable as any other, though it seems to me that even philosophers cannot say what causes Fortune to smile on one man and show spite to another. Watching him resume his fitful pacing, I couldn’t help thinking that Dio, for all his years of devotion to finding the truth, had the haggard look of a man whom Fortune had abandoned.


  It had been some time since I had conversed at length with a philosopher. I had forgotten how much they loved to talk, even more than politicians, and not always to the point. We had rambled far from the purpose of Dio’s visit. It was beginning to grow chilly in the garden.


  ‘Come, let’s go back into the house. If the brazier is too hot, I’ll have the serving girl bring you some cool wine.’


  ‘Heated wine for me,’ Trygonion said, shivering.


  ‘Yes, more of your very fine wine,’ Dio murmured. ‘I’m quite thirsty.’


  ‘Hungry, as well?’ I said. My own stomach rumbled.


  ‘No!’ he insisted. But as he stepped through the doorway he tripped and stumbled, and when I reached out to steady him I felt him trembling.


  ‘When did you last eat?’


  He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure.’


  ‘You can’t remember?’


  ‘Yesterday I dared to take a walk outside, disguised as you see me now, and bought some bread in the market.’ He shook his head. ‘I should have bought more to eat this morning – but of course someone could have poisoned it while I slept . . .’


  ‘Then you’ve eaten nothing at all today?’


  ‘The slaves tried to poison me at the last place I stayed! Even at the house of Titus Coponius I can’t feel safe. If one man’s slaves can be bribed to kill a houseguest then so can another’s. I eat nothing unless I see it prepared with my own eyes, or unless I buy it myself in the markets where it could not possibly have been tampered with.’


  ‘Some men have slaves to taste their food for them,’ I said, knowing the practice was especially common in Dio’s Alexandria, where the inbred, rival monarchs and their agents were forever attempting secretly to do away with one another.


  ‘Of course I had a taster!’ said Dio. ‘How do you think I escaped the attempt to poison me? But the problem with tasters is that they must be replaced, and my stay in Rome has exhausted my resources. I don’t even have money to make my way back to Alexandria once the weather warms and the sailing season begins.’ He stumbled again and almost fell against the brazier.


  ‘But you’re faint with hunger!’ I protested, gripping his arm and steering him towards a chair. ‘I insist that you eat. The food in my house is perfectly safe, and my wife—’ I was about to add some extravagant estimation of Bethesda’s culinary skills, but having just been praised as a seeker of truth I said instead, ‘My wife is not at all a bad cook, especially when she prepares dishes in the Alexandrian style.’


  ‘Your wife cooks?’ said Trygonion. ‘In such a grand house as this?’


  ‘The property’s more impressive than my purse. Besides, she likes to cook, and she has a slave to help her. Here she is now,’ I added, for in the doorway stood Bethesda.


  I was about to say more by way of introduction, but the look on her face stopped me. She looked from Dio to Trygonion, then back at Dio, who in his faint seemed hardly to notice her, then at me, all with a scowl that after thirty years of living with her I could not account for. What had I done now?


  ‘Diana told me that you had visitors,’ she finally said. Her old Egyptian accent asserted itself and her tone was even haughtier than usual. She scrutinized my visitors so harshly that Trygonion nervously dropped his eyes, and Dio, finally taking notice of her, blinked and drew back as if he had looked into the sun.


  ‘Is something wrong?’ I said, secretly grimacing at her with the side of my face. I thought this might make her smile. I was mistaken.


  ‘I suppose you want to eat something,’ she said in a flat voice. The way she twisted her mouth would have spoiled the looks of a less beautiful woman.


  Ah, that was it, I thought – she’d been in the doorway longer than I’d realized and had overheard my qualified endorsement of her culinary skills. Even so, a mere lifting of her eyebrow would have sufficed to express her displeasure. Perhaps it was the fact that I had packing to do for a trip the next day and was leaving the work to her while I entertained visitors in my study – and dubious visitors at that. I took another look at Dio, with his rumpled stola and clumsy make-up, and at Trygonion, who played with his bleached hair and nervously fluttered the folds of his toga under Bethesda’s harsh gaze, and saw how they must appear to her. Bethesda acquiesced long ago to the parade of disreputable characters through our house, but she has never hidden her disdain from those she dislikes. It was clear that she thought very little of the Egyptian ambassador and his companion.


  ‘Something to eat – yes, I think so,’ I said, raising my voice to capture my visitors’ attention, for they both seemed spellbound by Bethesda’s stare. ‘For you, Trygonion?’


  The little gallus blinked and managed to nod.


  ‘And for you, too, Teacher – I insist! I won’t allow you to leave my house without taking some food to steady you.’


  Dio bowed his head, looking tired and perplexed, trembling with agitation and, no doubt, hunger. He muttered something to himself, then finally looked up at me and nodded. ‘Yes – an Alexandrian dish, you said?’


  ‘What could we offer our visitors? Bethesda, did you hear me?’


  She seemed to wake from a daydream, then cleared her throat. ‘I could make some Egyptian flatbread . . . and perhaps something with lentils and sausage . . .’


  ‘Oh yes, that would be very good,’ said Dio, staring at her with an odd expression. Philosopher he might be, but hunger and homesickness can addle the mind of any man.


  Suddenly Diana appeared at Bethesda’s side. Dio looked more confused than ever as he gazed from mother to daughter. Their resemblance is striking.


  Bethesda departed as abruptly as she had appeared. Diana lingered for a moment and seemed to mimic her mother’s scowl. The longer I live with a woman the more mysterious the experience becomes, and now that there are two of them in the household, the mystery is doubled.


  Diana turned on her heel and followed her mother with the same quick, haughty stride. I looked at my guests. In comparison to comprehending a woman, I thought, comprehending another man – even a philosopher in a stola or a gallus who had given up his sex – was really not so difficult.


  The serving girl brought us wine and some crusts of bread to stave off our hunger until the meal was ready. A chill had crept in from the garden, so I called on Belbo to stoke the brazier while I closed the shutters. I glanced outside and saw that twilight had descended on the atrium, casting the face of Minerva into inscrutable shadow.


  With more wine in his stomach, as well as a bit of bread, Dio at last found the fortitude to recount the events which had reduced him to such a state of uncertainty and fear.
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  ‘Best to begin at the beginning,’ sighed Dio, ‘insofar as that’s possible with such a twisted tale. You know something of the story already—’


  ‘Refresh my memory,’ I said.


  ‘Very well. All my life, Alexandria has been in constant political upheaval. The members of the royal Ptolemy clan wage unending warfare against each other. For the people of Alexandria, this has meant bloody massacres and crushing taxes. Time and again the people have risen up to drive ruler after ruler out of the capital. One Ptolemy goes into exile, another takes his place – I won’t recite the list. Whoever is winning occupies Alexandria, with its great granaries and royal treasury. Whoever is losing flees to Cyprus and plots his return. Fortunes reverse and the rulers change places, while the people endure. I forget which Ptolemy was on the throne when you were in Alexandria, Gordianus—’


  ‘Alexander, I believe.’


  ‘Yes, that’s right; a couple of years later he was chased out of the city by an angry mob and died in suspicious circumstances. Then Alexander’s brother Soter took the throne. Eight years later Soter died, leaving no legitimate sons. That was twenty-four years ago.’


  Dio put his fingertips together. ‘The only legitimate male heir of Ptolemaic blood was Soter’s nephew, named Alexander like his father. He happened to be residing here in Rome at the time of Soter’s death, under the dictator Sulla’s protection; this is where Rome first enters the story. Backed by Roman diplomacy – and by funds borrowed from Roman bankers – Alexander II returned to Egypt to claim the throne. To do so he had to marry his aunt, Soter’s widow, because she refused to step down as queen. Marry her he did – and summarily murdered her. The queen had been well liked. Her death ignited the fury of the mob.’


  ‘The same mob which rioted over the death of a cat?’ Trygonion sniffed. ‘I shudder to imagine what they did over the murder of a popular queen!’


  ‘You anticipate the story,’ said Dio, slipping into his lecturing voice. ‘Alexander II then announced a rise in taxes so that he could repay his Roman backers. That was the final spark. Nineteen days after he ascended the throne, the new king was dragged from the royal palace and murdered by the mob. They tore him limb from limb.’


  It was tales such as this which Romans like to cite to make themselves feel proud of the relative civility of our republic. As a young man I had admired the Alexandrians’ passion for politics, though I could never accustom myself to their propensity for sudden, extreme violence. Alexandrian healers peddle a poultice with the Egyptian name ‘cure-for-ahuman-bite-which-draws-blood’, and most households keep a supply on hand – a fact which says much about the Alexandrians.


  ‘Now we come to the beginnings of the current crisis – the Egyptian situation, as you call it, Gordianus. After the brief and inglorious reign of their cousin Alexander II, two of Soter’s bastards came forward to press their claim for the throne.’


  ‘Brave men!’ quipped Trygonion.


  ‘One bastard took Cyprus. The other took Egypt, and has since reigned for twenty years – proof that a man can keep himself on a throne without possessing a single kingly virtue. His full name in the Greek’ – Dio took an orator’s breath – ‘is Ptolemaios Theos Philopator Philadelphos Neos Dionysos.’


  ‘Ptolemy, God: Father-Lover, Brother-Lover, the New Dionysus,’ I translated.


  Dio curled his lip. ‘In Alexandria, we simply call him Ptolemy Auletes – the Flute-Player.’


  ‘The Piper!’ Trygonion laughed.


  ‘Yes, King Ptolemy the Piper,’ said Dio grimly, ‘whose only known accomplishment is his skill on the flute, which he loves to play day and night, sober or drunk. He stages choruses in the royal palace and plays the accompaniment. He debuts his own compositions at diplomatic dinners. He organizes contests and pits his talent against common musicians. How did Egypt ever deserve such a ruler? He epitomizes and exaggerates all the baser qualities of his decrepit line – indolent, self-indulgent, luxury-loving, licentious, lazy . . .’


  ‘He should have been a gallus rather than a king,’ laughed Trygonion.


  Dio looked at him sidelong. ‘I am compelled to agree with you.’


  ‘I remember something Cicero said about him in a speech,’ I said. ‘ “Nearly everyone agrees that the man who occupies the throne of Egypt today neither by birth nor in spirit is like a king.” And there are those who say the Piper’s reign is illegitimate and always has been, because of a will that was made by his unfortunate predecessor.’


  ‘Ah, yes, and there you put your finger upon the heart of the matter,’ said Dio. ‘Shortly after the death of Alexander II at the hands of the mob, from the very start of King Ptolemy’s reign, a rumour began to circulate to the effect that Alexander II had left a will, bequeathing all of Egypt to the Senate and people of Rome.’


  Trygonion raised his eyebrows. ‘A splendid prize! The granaries! The treasure house! The crocodiles! But surely no one could believe such a tale. Such generosity is preposterous.’


  Dio sighed, exasperated. ‘You show your ignorance of both politics and history, gallus. Preposterous as such an idea may be, it is not without precedent. Attalus of Pergamum bequeathed his kingdom to Rome over seventy years ago; it became a province of the empire and to this day supplies the people of this city with subsidized grain. Forty years ago Apion left Cyrene to Rome; Apion was a Ptolemy and Cyrene was once a part of Egypt. And less than twenty years ago Bithynia was left to Rome by its last king.’


  ‘But why would any king do such a thing?’ asked Trygonion.


  ‘To save his country from the bloodshed of a disputed succession; to spite his presumptive heirs; to protect his people from being conquered by rival kingdoms even more oppressive than Rome; to bow to the tide of Roman expansion.’ Dio sighed. ‘In my lifetime, Rome has gained Pergamum, Cyrene and Bithynia by inheritance, and Pontus and Syria by conquest. Two years ago Rome seized Cyprus without a skirmish; King Ptolemy’s brother committed suicide. Rome has overrun the East. Of all the kingdoms that grew out of the empire of Alexander the Great, only one remains: Egypt.’


  ‘And now the rumours are circulating again, about a will made by Alexander II bequeathing Egypt to Rome,’ I said. ‘King Ptolemy’s sleep must be uneasy.’


  Trygonion nodded sagely. ‘I wouldn’t care to be the slave who has to change his bed sheets.’


  ‘Vulgar, vulgar,’ Dio muttered through clenched teeth. ‘Rome now dominates the East. This is a fact which no one denies. But the people of Egypt demand a ruler who will resist that domination. Our land was ancient beyond imagining even before Alexander the Great came and founded Alexandria. The kingdom he established flourished with beauty and learning while Romulus and Remus were infants suckling the she-wolf. We have no need of Roman ways or Roman government. But instead of standing firm against Roman domination, King Ptolemy quivers with fright and offers whatever concessions are demanded of him. The people of Alexandria demand that he redeem Cyprus from Roman rule and restore it to the kingdom; instead he plays host to the Roman commissioner sent to plunder the island. To quiet talk about the alleged will, he gives a ‘gift’ of thirty-five million denarii to Caesar and Pompey, so that Caesar can bribe the Roman Senate and Pompey can pay off his own troops. The bill is passed along to the people of Egypt in the form of higher taxes. Our taxes go directly into the pockets of Roman senators and soldiers – we might as well be a Roman province! And what does King Ptolemy receive in return? A tentative acknowledgment by the Roman Senate of his legitimacy as king, and a plaque set up on the Capitoline Hill, inscribed to the honour of Ptolemaios Theos Philopator Philadelphos Neos Dionysos, “Friend and Ally of the Roman People”. To be a friend and ally is all very well, but to pay for the privilege he bleeds his own people white with taxes. The people’s anger finally drove Ptolemy to flee the city, fearing for his life. He fled all the way here to Rome, where Pompey put him up in a great rambling villa with a vast household of slaves to serve him.’


  ‘For thirty-five million denarii, he should expect such royal treatment!’ said Trygonion.


  Dio scowled. ‘He spends his time practising his flute and drafting letters to the Senate begging them to restore him to his throne against the wishes of the Egyptian people. But it is too late for that. His daughter Berenice has already been named queen of Egypt.’


  ‘A woman?’ said Trygonion, who seemed genuinely intrigued.


  ‘It was not my choice,’ said Dio hastily. ‘Philosophers have influence in Alexandria, but so do astrologers. It was the star-gazers who insisted that the time is right for a woman of the Ptolemaic line to rule Egypt.’


  ‘It strikes me that you may be too hard on King Ptolemy, Teacher,’ I said cautiously. ‘All his life he’s seen kingdom after kingdom swallowed up by Roman imperialism, sometimes by war, sometimes by statecraft. His position has always been precarious. He must know that he’s kept his throne this long only because the Romans can’t settle among themselves who should reap the rewards when Egypt is taken over. I know something of these matters, Teacher. A man can’t live in Rome and be entirely ignorant of what goes on in the Forum. During Ptolemy’s reign there have been several attempts by the Senate to act on the alleged will of Alexander II and to stake a Roman claim on Egypt. Only the Senate’s internal bickering and rivalries have prevented those attempts from being carried out. During Cicero’s consulship, I remember, Caesar and Pompey tried to put themselves on a board of governors to oversee the takeover of Egypt; Cicero killed the legislation with one of his brilliant speeches by claiming, in so many words, that Caesar and Pompey would ultimately make themselves kings. Now Caesar and Pompey have taken to extorting money directly from King Ptolemy.’


  Agitated, Dio began to speak, but I held up my hand. ‘Hear me out, Teacher. If Ptolemy bends to Roman wishes so that he can stay in power, even if he pays for the privilege with silver to keep the Romans at bay, how can you fault him for that? So far, by one means or another, he’s kept the Romans from moving into Alexandria and taking over the imperial palace. That indicates to me that King Ptolemy must possess more diplomatic expertise than you give him credit for.’


  ‘He bends too far for the Romans,’ said Dio sternly. ‘What does it matter whether they conquer us outright, if they can use King Ptolemy as their private tax collector to drain our lifeblood?’


  ‘Perhaps; but I think I see a contradiction, Teacher. Why do you resist Roman rule if you despise your own rulers so very much?’


  Dio sighed. ‘Because, ultimately, the Ptolemies rule over Egypt by the will of the people. When they rule badly, the people rise up and cast them out. When they rule tolerably, the people tolerate them. Such a system may lack the perfection of Plato’s ideal republic, but it suits the people of Egypt and has done so for hundreds of years. On the other hand, if Egypt should become a Roman province under the sway of a Roman governor, its people will become mere vassals of Rome, and we shall have no say at all over our destiny. We shall be drafted to fight in wars that are not of our choosing. We shall be forced to abide by laws dictated to us by a Senate of wealthy Romans who live too far from Alexandria to hear the complaints of its people. We shall become just another outpost of Rome’s empire, watching our wealth become Roman plunder. Our statues and carpets and paintings will decorate the houses of Rome’s rich; our grain will fill the stomachs of the Roman mob, and you can be sure that any payment will be far less than fair. Egypt is a great and free nation; we will not become minions of Rome.’ Dio took a deep breath. A tear glinted in his eye, and the gravity of his expression was oddly heightened by the feminine cosmetics that coloured his weathered, wrinkled face. The absurdity of his costume could not disguise the depth of his emotion.


  ‘But this is all academic, if you’ll pardon the pun,’ said Trygonion blandly but with a twinkle of mischief in his eyes. ‘If the former king, Alexander II, really did leave a will bequeathing Egypt to Rome—’


  Dio exploded. ‘No one in Egypt believes in the validity of the so-called will, because no one in Rome is able to produce it! The will of Alexander II is a fiction, a fraud, a pretext for the Roman Senate to go meddling in Egyptian affairs, a device to make whoever rules Egypt grovel at their feet. “You may hold sway for the moment,” they say, “but you cannot be legitimate without our approval, and you can never be anything but an impostor, for Egypt was left to us by our puppet Alexander II and we may choose to exercise our hegemony at any time.” They wave an imaginary scrap of parchment in the air and call it a will. King Ptolemy was a fool to play along with such a lie. “Friend and Ally”, indeed! The plaque on the Capitoline should read, “Piper and Puppet of the Roman People”.’


  ‘But now you’ve replaced the puppet,’ I said.


  ‘The Piper has been booed off the stage!’ cried Trygonion.


  Dio clenched his teeth. ‘The crisis which revolves around Egypt’s throne may be a matter of amusement to you, gallus, but to the people of Egypt I assure you it is not. Roman diplomats and merchants in Alexandria seldom go out of doors these days, for fear of being torn apart by the mob. Rabble-rousers make speeches against Roman greed, and even my fellow philosophers neglect their teaching to engage in heated debate about the Roman threat. That is why I came to Rome, heading a delegation of one hundred Alexandrians: to demand that the Roman Senate stop meddling in Egyptian affairs and to ask for their recognition of Queen Berenice.’


  ‘I see a contradiction, Teacher,’ I said quietly. ‘To request the Senate’s approval of your new monarch implies, in itself, that the Senate has a right to meddle in your affairs.’


  Dio cleared his throat. ‘In philosophy we seek the ideal. In politics, as I have learned to my bitter enlightenment, we seek whatever accommodates. So it was that I came to Rome at the head of the delegation of one hundred. So many distinguished voices, we thought, simply could not be ignored, even by your lofty senators. And that is where this despicable farce turns to tragedy!’


  He put his hands to his face and suddenly began to weep, so profusely that even Trygonion was stunned. Indeed, the little gallus seemed deeply moved by the old philosopher’s tears, biting his lips in sympathy, pulling at his bleached hair and rubbing his hands together in agitation. I have heard that the galli, cut off from the circle of earthly passion, are given to sudden transports of extreme and inexplicable emotion.


  It took Dio a moment to compose himself. The fact that a philosopher of his stature should have lost control and given vent to such an outburst, even briefly, testified to the depth of his despair.


  ‘This is how it was: we landed down in Neapolis at the very end of the autumn sailing season. I had friends there, members of the Academy who offered us lodgings. That night, men armed with knives and clubs came crashing into the houses where we were staying. They upturned furniture, set curtains afire, smashed priceless statues. We were roused from sleep, dazed, barely able to fend them off. Bones were broken and blood was spilled, but no one was killed, and the attackers escaped. The assault put such fear into some of our party that a few set sail for Alexandria the next day.’


  Dio stiffened his jaw. ‘The attacks were well organized and planned in advance. Do I have proof of King Ptolemy’s complicity? No. But one need not see the sun to deduce its presence by the casting of a shadow. The midnight attacks in Neapolis were engineered by King Ptolemy, have no doubt. He knew that we were coming to dispute his right to the throne. His agents were ready for us.
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