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I
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‘I heard that you were dead.’


Such a brusque comment from Caesar’s wife might have offended me, had I not heard it already from so many others since I returned from Egypt to Rome, where everyone had apparently given me up for dead.


Having sent a slave to summon me, Calpurnia had received me in an elegant but sparsely furnished room in her house not far from mine on the Palatine Hill. There was only one chair. She sat. I stood, and tried not to fidget while the most powerful woman in Rome looked me up and down.


‘Yes, I’m sure one of my agents told me you drowned in the Nile,’ she said, gazing at me shrewdly. ‘Yet here you stand before me, Gordianus, as alive as ever – unless those Egyptians have learned to bring the dead back to life, not just mummify them.’ She fixed her chilly gaze on my face. ‘How old are you, Finder?’


‘Sixty-four.’


‘No! Have the Egyptians found a way to restore a man’s youth? You look very fit for a man your age. You’re ten years older than my husband, yet I daresay you look ten years younger.’


I shrugged. ‘Great Caesar carries the weight of the whole world on his shoulders. His enemies have been destroyed, but his responsibilities are greater than ever. The worries and cares of the world’s master must be endless. My humble life has taken a different course. My obligations grow less, not more. I’ve had my share of strife, but now I’m at peace with the world and with myself. For the time being, at least...’


Having been summoned by Caesar’s wife, I had to wonder if the tranquillity of my life was about to be sorely disrupted.


‘When did I last see you, Gordianus?’


‘It must have been almost exactly two years ago, just before I left for Egypt.’


She nodded. ‘You went there because your wife was unwell.’


‘Yes. Bethesda was born in Egypt. She believed that she could be cured of her illness only by bathing in the waters of the Nile. The cure apparently worked, because—’


‘Yet you spent most of your time in the city of Alexandria, along with my husband,’ she said, showing no interest in Bethesda’s cure.


‘Yes. I arrived in the midst of the civil war between Queen Cleopatra and her siblings. During the siege that confined Caesar to the royal palace for several months, I was trapped there, as well.’


‘Where you became quite friendly with my husband.’


‘I had the privilege of conversing with him on numerous occasions,’ I said, evading the topic of friendship. My feelings towards Caesar were more complicated than that.


‘Eventually, my husband was victorious in Egypt, as he’s been victorious in every other campaign. He put an end to the civil strife in Alexandria...and installed young Cleopatra on the throne.’


She spoke the queen’s name with a grimace; Caesar’s adulterous love affair with Cleopatra, who claimed to have borne his child, was a favourite topic of every scandal-monger in Rome. The grimace deepened the wrinkles on her face, and Calpurnia suddenly looked much older than when I had last seen her. She had never been a beautiful woman; Caesar had not married her for her looks, but for her respectability. His previous wife had embarrassed him by falling prey to gossip. ‘Caesar’s wife,’ he had declared, ‘must be above suspicion.’ Calpurnia proved to be hard-headed, pragmatic, and ruthless; Caesar had entrusted her to run his network of spies in the capital while he fought his rivals on distant battlefields. There was nothing frivolous in either her manner or her appearance; she made no effort to flatter her face with colourful cosmetics or her figure with elegant fabrics.


I looked about the room, which reflected the taste of its occupant. The walls were stained deep red and sombre yellow. Instead of depicting an image from history or Homer, the impeccably crafted mosaic floor displayed an array of interlocking geometric patterns in muted colours. The furnishings were exquisite but few – woollen rugs, bronze lamp-holders, and the single backless chair made of ebony inlaid with lapis tiles in which my hostess sat.


It was not the reception hall of a queen; those I had seen in Egypt, bright with gold and dripping with ornaments, their dazzle intended to intimidate all who entered. And yet, in fact if not in name, Calpurnia was now the queen of Rome, and Caesar, having defeated every rival, was its king, though for now he preferred the venerable title of dictator, the office our ancestors created so that a strong man could rule the state in times of dire emergency. But if rumours were true – that Caesar intended to make the Senate declare him dictator-for-life – how was he any different from the kings of olden days, before Rome became a proud republic?


‘Caesar is in danger,’ Calpurnia said abruptly. She clasped her hands tightly in her lap. Her face was taut. ‘Great danger. That’s why I’ve called you here.’


The statement struck me as so peculiar that I laughed out loud, then checked myself when I saw the look on her face. If the most powerful man on earth, the victorious survivor of a brutal civil war that had wreaked havoc across the whole world, was in danger, what could Gordianus the Finder do to protect him?


‘I’m sure that Caesar can look after himself,’ I said. ‘Or if he wants my help, then he can ask me—’


‘No!’ Her voice rose sharply. This was not the dispassionate, coldly calculating Calpurnia I knew, but a woman touched by genuine fear. ‘Caesar doesn’t realize the danger. Caesar is...distracted.’


‘Distracted?’


‘He’s too busy preparing for his upcoming triumphs.’


I nodded. There were to be four triumphal processions in the days to come. The first, to celebrate Caesar’s conquest of Gaul, would take place three days hence.


‘Caesar is consumed with the planning and arrangements,’ she said. ‘He intends to give the people a series of spectacles such as they’ve never seen before. Small things fall below his notice. But small things can grow to be great things. They say the Nile crocodile begins life as a creature hardly bigger than my little finger.’


‘Yet it very quickly grows into a monster that can bite a man in two.’


‘Exactly! That’s why I’ve called you here, Gordianus – you have a nose for danger, and a taste for finding the truth.’ She raised a finger. The gesture was so slight I barely noticed it, but an alert slave standing just outside the doorway hurried to her side.


‘Bring Porsenna,’ said Calpurnia.


The slave departed without a sound. A few moments later, a grey-bearded man entered the room. He wore the yellow costume of an Etruscan haruspex. Over a bright tunic he wore a pleated cloak fixed at his shoulder with a large clasp of finely wrought bronze. The clasp was in the shape of a sheep’s liver marked into numerous sections, with notations in the Etruscan alphabet etched into each section – a diviner’s chart for locating omens amid the entrails. On his head the haruspex wore a high conical cap, held in place by a strap under his chin.


Haruspicy was the Etruscan science of divination. From ancient days, Rome’s neighbours to the north worshipped a child-god called Tages, who had snakes for legs. Long ago, Tages appeared to an Etruscan holy man in a freshly ploughed field, rising from the dirt and bearing books filled with wisdom. From those books the science of haruspicy was born.


Even before Rome was founded, the Etruscans were examining the entrails of sacrificed animals to predict every aspect of the future, from the outcome of great battles to the next day’s weather. They were also adept at interpreting dreams and at finding meaning in various phenomena. Lightning, freakish weather, strange objects fallen from the sky and the birth of monstrously deformed animals were all attempts by the gods to communicate their will to mankind.


Haruspicy had never become a part of Rome’s official state religion. To determine the will of the gods, Roman priests consulted the Sibylline Books and Roman augurs observed the flight of birds. (Roman priests sacrificed animals, to be sure, and offered the blood and organs to the gods, but they did not presume to predict the future from this pious activity.) Nevertheless, despite its unofficial status, the ancient Etruscan art of divination persisted. Believers consulted haruspices for guidance in personal and business affairs, and in recent years even the Senate had taken to calling upon a haruspex to read the entrails of a sacrificed beast before beginning the day’s debate.


One of the charms of haruspicy was the fact that its practitioners used the Etruscan language in their rituals. Nobody spoke Etruscan anymore, not even the Etruscans, and the language is so different from every other language that the sound of it alone conveys an exotic, otherworldly quality.


Even so, there were plenty of non-believers who scoffed at what they considered outmoded superstitions practised by charlatans. Cato, leader of the opposition’s last stand against Caesar in Africa, once remarked: ‘When two of these yellow-clad buffoons meet in the street, babbling in their incomprehensible tongue, it’s a miracle that either can keep a straight face!’ Of course, Cato had come to a terrible end, enduring perhaps the most wretched of all the deaths suffered by Caesar’s opponents. All Rome would no doubt be reminded of the grisly details during one of the upcoming triumphs.


According to my son Meto, who had served with him for many years, Caesar, too, took a dim view of haruspicy. At Pharsalus, all the omens went against Caesar, but he ignored them and went to battle anyway, completely destroying the forces of his chief rival, Pompey. Caesar made a show of observing the old ways of divination, but when the haruspices weighed against him, he had only contempt for them.


From everything I knew of her, I would have assumed that Calpurnia placed no more faith in haruspicy than did her husband – yet here stood a haruspex in his gaudy yellow garments and peaked hat, looking at me with a smug expression on his face.


‘This is the one they call the Finder?’ he said to Calpurnia.


‘Yes.’


Porsenna nodded vigorously, causing his pointed hat to poke the air like a comical weapon in a mime show. ‘Indeed, this is the very man I saw in my dreams. This is the one who can help you, Calpurnia – the only one.’


She raised an eyebrow. ‘Before, you said the other fellow was the man to help me – and we both know how that turned out.’


‘Yes, but I was right then as well, don’t you see? Because that man, despite his misfortune, was the one to lead us to this man. Divination does not always guide us straight to the truth, like the furrow of a plough. Sometimes it meanders, like a stream. No matter. As long as we follow the precepts of Tages, we surely arrive—’


‘What “other fellow” are you talking about?’ I said. ‘And what is it you want from me, Calpurnia? When your messenger summoned me, I came here at once. How could I refuse? Before I left for Egypt, you dealt with me honestly and fairly, and I owe you my respect for that, above and beyond your station as the dictator’s wife. But I must tell you right now that if you intend to offer me some commission that involves poking into dark corners, uncovering ugly secrets, getting someone killed – or getting myself killed! – I won’t accept it. I’m finished with that sort of thing. I’m too old. I won’t have my tranquillity disturbed.’


‘I can pay you handsomely.’


So she did intend to employ me for some sort of intrigue. I sighed. ‘Fortunately, I don’t need your money. I would advise you to call on my son Eco – he does that sort of thing nowadays, and he’s younger than I am, faster, stronger, probably twice as clever. Eco is away from Rome at the moment – a commission has taken him down to Syracuse – but as soon as Eco returns—’


‘No! It’s you we must have, Finder,’ said Porsenna. ‘Tages has decreed it.’


‘Just as the god previously decreed that you turn to that “other fellow” you spoke of – the one who met with “misfortune”? I don’t like the sound of that.’


Calpurnia made a sour face. ‘You’ll at least hear me out, Gordianus.’ It was a statement, not a question, uttered in a tone to remind me that I was in the presence of the most powerful woman in Rome.


I took a deep breath. ‘What is it you want from me, then?’


‘Seek the truth. Only that. And why not? It’s your nature. It’s the thing you were born to do; the gods made you thus. And when you find the truth, I wish you to share it with me – and with no one else.’


‘Truth? I thought you had Porsenna to find that for you.’


She shook her head. ‘Haruspicy functions at one level. A fellow like you functions at another.’


‘I see. Instead of sifting through entrails, I dig in the dirt.’


‘That’s one way of putting it. We each must use whatever skills we possess, do whatever is necessary...to save my husband’s life.’


‘What is this threat to Caesar?’


‘I was first alerted by my dreams – nightmares so terrible that I sought out Porsenna to interpret them for me. His divinations confirmed my worst fears. Caesar is in immediate and very terrible danger.’


I sighed. ‘I’m surprised, Calpurnia. I thought you were not the sort to act on dreams or omens. Others, yes, but not you.’


‘You sound like my husband! I’ve tried to warn him. He scoffs at my fears.’


‘Have you introduced him to your haruspex?’


‘No! Caesar knows nothing about Porsenna, nor must he ever know. It would only further arouse his scepticism. But I assure you: Caesar has never been in greater danger.’


I shook my head. ‘Surely Caesar has never been in less danger. All his enemies are dead! Pompey, beheaded by Egyptians who wanted to please Caesar. Ahenobarbus, driven to earth and speared like a rabbit by Marc Antony at Pharsalus. Cato, driven to suicide in Africa. The survivors who were pardoned by Caesar, like Cicero, have been reduced to cowering sycophants.’


‘Yet some of them must wish Caesar dead.’


‘Some? Many, I should think. But wishes are not daggers. Have these men the will to act? Caesar thinks not; otherwise, he wouldn’t have pardoned them. I trust his judgement. The man has been courting danger all his life, and getting the better of it. Once, in Alexandria, I stood beside him on a quay when a flaming missile from an enemy ship came hurtling straight towards us. I thought that missile was the end of us – but Caesar calmly assessed the trajectory, stood his ground, and never flinched. And sure enough, the missile fell short. Another time, in Alexandria, I watched his ship sink during a battle in the harbour, and I thought he would surely drown. Instead he swam, wearing full armour, all the way to safety.’ I laughed. ‘Later, his only complaint was that he had lost his new purple cape – a gift from Cleopatra.’


‘This is not a laughing matter, Finder!’


Was it my mention of Cleopatra that rankled her? I took a deep breath. ‘Of course not. Very well, when you say Caesar is in danger, what exactly do you mean? Is there a particular person you suspect, or some particular group? Is there a conspiracy against him?’


‘I don’t know.’


I frowned. ‘Calpurnia, why am I here?’


‘To help me save Caesar’s life!’ She had begun to slump but now sat stiffly upright, grasping the arms of the chair with white knuckled hands.


‘How?’


‘Porsenna will be our guide.’


I shook my head. ‘I won’t take instructions from a haruspex.’


‘Your orders will come from me,’ said Calpurnia sternly.


I sighed. Caesar was not yet a king, and the republic’s citizens were not yet his subjects, yet Caesar’s wife seemed incapable of accepting a direct refusal. Perhaps I could lead her by argument to see that employing me was simply not to her advantage.


‘I acknowledge your sense of urgency, Calpurnia, but I don’t understand what you want from me. What would you have me do? Where would I begin?’


Porsenna cleared his throat. ‘You can start by retracing the steps of the man we called upon to do this work before you. He delivered written reports to us.’


‘I take it this fellow came to a bad end. Yes, from the looks on both your faces, a very bad end! I don’t care to follow in the footsteps of a dead man, Calpurnia.’ I directed my gaze at her, pointedly ignoring the haruspex, but it was Porsenna who replied.


‘Those footsteps might lead you to the man’s killer,’ he said, ‘and knowing who killed him might lead us to the source of the threat against Caesar. The fellow must have discovered something dangerous, to have paid for it with his life.’


I shook my head. ‘Dreams, divination, death! I don’t like anything about this affair, Calpurnia. I respectfully decline to become involved.’


Porsenna was about to speak, but Calpurnia silenced him with a gesture. ‘Perhaps, if you saw the dead man...’ she said quietly.


‘I don’t see how that would make a difference.’


‘Nonetheless.’ She rose from the chair and proceeded towards a doorway. Porsenna indicated that I should follow. I did so reluctantly, with Porsenna behind me. I disliked the haruspex from first sight and didn’t like having him at my back.


We walked down a long hallway, passing rooms as simply decorated as the one in which Calpurnia had received me. The house seemed empty; Calpurnia’s slaves were trained to remain out of sight. We crossed a small garden ornamented by a splashing fountain with a splendid statue of Venus – Caesar’s reputed ancestor – standing naked upon a gigantic sea shell.


A man was sitting in the shade of the garden. He wore the voluminous toga of a pontifex, with its extra folds gathered and tucked in a loop above his waist. His mantle was pushed back to show a head of perfectly white hair. The old priest glanced up as we passed and gave me a quizzical look. I thought I saw a family resemblance to Calpurnia. His words confirmed it.


‘Who have you brought into the house now, niece? Another spy? Or worse, another soothsayer?’


‘Be quiet, Uncle Gnaeus! This is my affair, and I shall handle it as I see fit. Not a word to Caesar, do you understand?’


‘Of course, my dear.’ The priest rose to his feet. He was a bigger man than I had thought. He took Calpurnia’s hand. ‘Did I speak harshly to you? It’s only because I think you’re troubling yourself over nothing. You allow this haruspex to excite your fears, and insist on drawing others into this foolishness, and now we see where it leads—’


‘I know what you think, Uncle Gnaeus. But if you cannot say words of support, say nothing!’


This served to silence Gnaeus Calpurnius, who dropped Calpurnia’s hand and returned his gaze to me. He seemed to regard me with a combination of pity, scorn and exasperation. I followed Calpurnia out of the garden and back indoors, glad to escape the old priest’s scrutiny.


We walked down another long hallway. The rooms in this part of the house were more cluttered and less elegantly furnished. Finally we arrived at a small chamber, dimly lit by a single window high in the wall. It appeared to be a storage room. Odds and ends were piled against the walls – a rolled carpet, boxes full of blank parchment and writing materials, chairs one atop another.


In the centre of the room, a body had been laid upon a makeshift bier. Flowers and spices had been strewn around it to mask the inevitable scent of putrefaction, but the body could not have been lifeless for more than a day, for it was still stiff. Presumably the corpse had been discovered after rigor began, for the petrified body retained the posture of an agonizing death, with shoulders hunched and limbs contracted. The hands were clutching the chest at a bloodstained spot directly over the heart. I avoided looking at the face, but even from the corner of my eye I could see that the jaw was tightly clenched and the lips were drawn back in a hideous grimace.


The body was clothed in a simple tunic. The darkened bloodstain was vivid against the pale blue fabric. There was nothing particularly distinctive about the garment – it had a black border in a common Greek key pattern – yet it seemed familiar to me.


‘Where did you find the poor fellow?’ I said.


‘In a private alley that runs alongside this house,’ said Calpurnia. ‘The slaves use it to come and go, as do a few others – like this man – who don’t wish to call at the front door.’


‘A secret entrance for your secret agents?’


‘Sometimes. He was discovered at dawn, lying on the paving stones just outside the door.’


‘The body was already stiff?’


‘Yes, just as you see him now.’


‘Then he had probably been dead – and lying undisturbed – for at least four hours. That’s when rigor begins.’


‘That’s certainly possible. To my knowledge, no one used that passageway during the night, so he could have been lying there since sundown. I presume he came here to tell me something, but before he could rap at the door—’


‘Someone stabbed him. Are there more wounds?’


‘Only this one.’


‘So he died of a single stab wound to the heart.’ His assailant must have been very lucky, or very quick, or else must have known the victim. How else could someone draw close enough to land such a perfect blow?


‘Was there a trail of blood in the passageway?’


‘No. He fell where he was stabbed.’ Calpurnia shuddered.


‘His tunic...looks familiar,’ I said, feeling uneasy.


‘Does it? Perhaps you should look at his face.’


I stepped closer. The scent of flowers and spices filled my nostrils. My heart pounded in my chest. My mouth was dry.


‘Hieronymus!’ I whispered.




 


II
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Although his features were contorted almost beyond recognition, there could be no doubt. It was my friend Hieronymus, the Scapegoat of Massilia, who lay dead upon the bier. His teeth were bared in a grimace and his eyes were wide open.


‘This was your agent? Hieronymus?’


Calpurnia nodded.


I shook my head in disbelief.


It had been three years since I’d met him in Massilia, when the city was besieged by Caesar. Following an ancient custom, the Massilians chose a citizen upon whom they would lavish every imaginable luxury until the day they cast him from the Sacrifice Rock as an offering to the gods to avert catastrophe. Hieronymus had been selected for the role, not as an honour, but as a way to get rid of him once and for all. His father had been a powerful man who lost his fortune, then committed suicide. Hieronymus began life at the very top of Massilian society, then found himself at the bottom. His very existence was an embarrassment to the city’s ruling class, who valued nothing but success and despised nothing more than failure. His caustic wit had not won him any friends, either.


Hieronymus saved my life in Massilia. When I returned to Rome, he came with me and took up residence in my household. After I left for Egypt, he struck out on his own; so my daughter, Diana, told me, saying she had run into him occasionally in the city. But since my return, I had not heard from him. This did not surprise me, as Hieronymus was something of a misanthrope. Nor had I sough him; I had become such a hermit that it took a summons from Caesar’s wife to get me out of my house. I assumed our paths would cross sooner or later, if he was still in the city, and still alive. Amid the chaos and confusion of the long, bloody civil war, Hieronymus was just another friend of whom I had lost track.


Now I had found him again, lying lifeless on a bier in the house of Caesar’s wife – who was telling me that Hieronymus had been her spy. The notion was absurd!


Or was it?


In a flash I saw how such a thing must have happened. Having resided with me, observing how I made a living and hearing my stories of past investigations, how like Hieronymus to conclude that any fool could do the same. What skills were required, except perseverance and cheek? What resources were needed, beyond a circle of knowledgeable informants, many of whom Hieronymus had already met, through me? He knew I had dealt with Calpurnia shortly before my departure, and that I had come away from those dealings with a great deal of money. After I left for Egypt, he must have approached her and offered his services.


‘But why did you hire him?’ I asked. ‘What sort of information could Hieronymus possibly have obtained for you? He was an outsider, a foreigner. He spoke with a Greek accent. He could never pass as a citizen.’


‘He had no need to be anything other than himself,’ said Calpurnia. ‘His notoriety opened doors.’


‘Notoriety? The man shunned society.’


‘Perhaps, but society did not shun him. Everyone in Rome had heard of the Scapegoat. And as Hieronymus quickly discovered, once he began making the rounds, there was hardly a household in Rome that wouldn’t admit him if he paid a call. He was a curiosity, don’t you see? Exotic, mysterious – the famous Scapegoat of Massilia, the sacrificial victim who was never sacrificed. In times such as these, a man who can cheat death is a man people want to meet. The superstitious hoped that some of his good fortune might rub off. The curious merely wanted to take a good look at him. And once he was admitted to a household, Hieronymus could be quite charming—’


‘Charming? He had a tongue like a viper!’


‘Amusing, then. Never at a loss for an epigram. Very erudite.’


This was true. As a child, before his father fell into ruin, Hieronymus had received an excellent education from his tutors. He could recite long passages from the Iliad and knew the Greek tragedies by heart. When he chose to show off his learning, it was usually to comic effect – an ironic rejoinder, a whimsical metaphor, an absurdly high-flown bit of poetry that deflated the selfimportance of his listener.


‘I suppose Hieronymus was something of a character,’ I admitted, ‘and a good companion, when you got to know him. I can see how he might have been accepted in the households of your friends...and your enemies.’


I looked down at his face. It seemed his grimace had softened a bit. Was the rigor beginning to pass? I looked at his long, gangly limbs, at the pale, thin hair on his head; at the narrow strip of wispy beard that outlined his sharp chin. What a bitter irony, to survive a terrible fate in his native city, only to meet death in a such a manner – alone, in a dark alley, far from home.


‘Hieronymus, Hieronymus!’ I whispered. ‘Who did this to you?’


‘We don’t know who killed him,’ said Calpurnia quietly, ‘or why. It might have been any of the subjects on whom he’s been delivering reports. Perhaps, Gordianus, if you were to read those reports and pursue the threads that Hieronymus was following, you might discover who killed him.’


I grunted. ‘And in the meantime, I’d be doing just as you wish – following in Hieronymus’s footsteps and looking for threats to Caesar.’ How brazenly she played upon my sympathies to get what she wanted from me! ‘Why can’t you deduce for yourself what Hieronymus discovered? You say he delivered reports. I presume you’ve read them. You must know what he was up to.’


Calpurnia shook her head. ‘Like all informants, Hieronymus was never entirely forthcoming. It’s human nature to hold something back – for the next meeting, the next payment. Hieronymus was more...frustrating in that regard than most of my agents. I knew he wasn’t telling me everything, but, given his unique potential, I decided to be patient with him. Perhaps, if I had been less indulgent and more demanding, he might still be alive.’


‘Or we might at least know who killed him,’ said Porsenna.


I glared at the haruspex until he lowered his eyes.


‘Don’t blame Porsenna,’ said Calpurnia. ‘No one recruited Hieronymus. He sought me out to offer his services.’


‘And your soothsayer – the man who claims to see the future! – advised you to take him on. And now this: the end of Hieronymus.’ Tears filled my eyes. I refused to shed them while they watched. I averted my face. ‘Leave me alone with him,’ I whispered. After a pause, I heard the rustling of their clothing as they left the room.


I touched the corpse’s brow. The rigor had indeed begun to release its grip. I straightened the fingers of the bloodstained hands that clutched his chest. I straightened his legs. I smoothed the grimace from his face and closed his eyes.


‘Hieronymus!’ I whispered. ‘When I arrived in Massilia – friendless, miserable, in terrible danger – you took me in. You protected me. You shared your wisdom. You made me laugh. I thought I saw you die, there in Massilia, but you returned from the dead! You came with me to Rome, and I was able to repay your hospitality.’ I shook my head. ‘It’s hard to see a friend die once. Now I’ve had to bear your death twice! For now you truly are dead, my friend.’


I ran my fingers over his. What long, elegant hands he had!


I stood silently for a while, then left the room. Calpurnia and Porsenna were waiting for me in the next room.


I cleared my throat. ‘These written reports...’


Porsenna had already fetched them. He held up a leather tube for carrying scrolls and parchments.


Begrudgingly, I took the collection of documents from Porsenna. ‘I’ll begin reading these tonight. If I have questions, I’ll expect you to answer them. If there seems to be a chance that I might discover how Hieronymus died...and who killed him...’


Calpurnia could not suppress a smile of victory.


‘But I’ll take no payment from you, Calpurnia. And I’ll take no directions from your haruspex. Whatever I discover, I may share with you – or I may not. I work for myself, not for you. I do this for Hieronymus, not for Caesar.’


Her smile faded. Her eyes narrowed. She considered for a moment, then nodded her assent.


On my way out, I passed her uncle, who still sat in the garden. Gnaeus Calpurnius clutched his priestly robes and glared at me.


There was not a cloud in the sky and the sun was at its zenith as I left the house of Calpurnia and crossed the Palatine Hill. I moved through a bright, glaring world without shadows. The thick, hot air seemed to eddy sluggishly around me. The windowless walls of the houses of the rich, coloured in shades of saffron and rust, looked hot enough to scorch my fingertips.


The month was September, but the weather was hardly autumnal. When I was a boy, September was a month for playing amid fallen leaves and donning cloaks to ward off the chill. No more; September had become the middle of the summer. Those who knew about such things said the Roman calendar was flawed and had gradually fallen out of step with the seasons. The problem was worse now than ever before; the calendar was a full two months behind the place where it should be. Autumn festivals, spring festivals and summer feast days were still celebrated according to the calendar, but made no sense. There was something absurd about making sacrifices to the gods of the harvest when the harvest was another sixty days in the future, or celebrating the parole of Proserpine from Hades when there was still frost on the ground.


Was it only old-timers like myself who felt acutely the absurdity of our disjointed calendar? Perhaps the young simply took it for granted that September had become a month of long sweltering days and short nights too hot for sleeping; but to me, the broken calendar represented a broken world. The civil war, which had spread to every corner of the Mediterranean from Egypt to Spain, was over at last, but amid the wreckage lay the centuries-old republic of Rome. We had a calendar that could no longer reckon the days, and a Senate that could no longer govern.


But we also had Julius Caesar, and Caesar would put everything right. So his supporters claimed; so Caesar promised. He would rebuild the Roman state, making it stronger than ever. He had even pledged to fix the calendar; according to rumour, the details would be announced at the conclusion of his upcoming triumphs, after which the requisite number of days – two months’ worth – would be added to the current year, and the forthcoming year, with newly proportioned months, would commence in harmony with the seasons and the passage of the sun.


But could Caesar repair the broken people of Rome? Even the gods cannot restore a severed hand or a plucked-out eye to a body maimed by warfare. Others, whose bodies might show no signs of damage from violence or deprivation, had nonetheless been changed by the fear and uncertainty that hung over their lives for so many years, while Caesar and Pompey struggled for dominion. Something about those men and women was not as it had been before, not quite right. No doctor could diagnose their nameless disease, yet it burned inside them nonetheless, changing them from the inside out. Like the calendar, they still functioned, but no longer in harmony with the cosmos.


Even Calpurnia might be numbered among these invisible victims. The confederate of Caesar and mistress of his spy-ring in the capital – rigorously logical, ruthlessly pragmatic – now confessed to being driven by dreams. She allowed a haruspex to conduct her affairs, and was doing so behind her husband’s back.


I came to the Ramp, the long, straight, tree-lined path that led down to a gateway between the House of the Vestals and the Temple of Castor and Pollux. I descended from the quiet calm of the Palatine to the hubbub of the Forum. Senators and magistrates attired in togas swept by me, followed by their retinues of scribes and sycophants, looking like little Caesars with their noses in the air, their posture and gait projecting an attitude that the world would come to an end if anyone dared to prevent them from reaching whatever meeting they were headed for. Their self-importance seemed all the more absurd, considering that Caesar’s victory had rendered them irrelevant. The Senate had reconvened, but everyone knew that all power flowed from Caesar. His approval was needed for all important decisions. He held the key to the Treasury. He had by-passed elections to appoint the magistrates personally. He had parcelled out the provincial governorships to his friends and supporters, and was busily filling the scores of vacancies in the Senate with creatures of his choosing. Some of these new senators, to the shock of old-timers like myself, were not even Romans, but Gauls, men who had betrayed their own people to join with Caesar and who were now receiving their reward.


Yet the business of the Forum carried on as if the civil war had never occurred. Or at least it appeared to be so; for the Forum was suffering from the same invisible malady that plagued the populace of Rome. On the surface, everything seemed to be back to normal. Priests made sacrifices on temple steps, Vestals tended the eternal hearthfire, and ordinary citizens sought redress from the magistrates. But below the surface, everything was askew. People were simply going through the motions, knowing that nothing was quite right, and might never be so again.


I listened to snatches of conversation from men passing by. Everyone was talking about Caesar:


‘...may yet step down. That’s the rumour I heard.’


‘Return to private life, as Sulla did? Never! His supporters wouldn’t allow it.’


‘Nor would his enemies. They’d kill him!’


‘He has no enemies left, or none worth considering.’


‘Not true! Pompey’s son is said to be in Spain right now, rallying a force to take on Caesar.’


My son Meto was in Spain, serving in Caesar’s forces, so my ears pricked up at this.


‘If that’s true,’ came the response, ‘Caesar will squash young Pompey like an insect! Just wait and see...’


‘...and Caesar may even name a new month after himself – the month of Julius! There’s to be a complete revision of the calendar, done with the help of astronomers from Alexandria.’


‘Well, it’s about time – no pun intended!’


‘...and the whole thing will go on for four straight days, I heard.’


‘Not four days in a row, you silly man! Four triumphs, yes, but each with a day between. We’ll need those days of rest, to recover from so much drinking and feasting.’


‘Imagine it! Four full-scale processions, plus public banquets for everyone in Rome, followed by plays and chariot races and gladiator games – I don’t see how Caesar can afford to put on such a spectacle.’


‘He can’t afford not to. After all we’ve put up with, the people of Rome deserve a celebration! Besides, he has all the money in the world – literally. His conquests have made him the richest man in history. Why shouldn’t he lavish some of the booty on us?’


‘I’m not sure it’s right, celebrating with triumphs to mark the end of a civil war. So much Roman blood was spilt.’


‘It’s not just about the civil war. Have you forgotten his victory over Vercingetorix and the Gauls? The triumph for that is long overdue. And another triumph will be for putting down the revolt of Pharnaces in Asia, and that’s certainly well deserved.’


‘Granted, as may be the triumph for defeating King Ptolemy in Egypt, although that wasn’t exactly a Roman conquest, was it? More like settling a family feud. The king’s sister, Cleopatra, kept her throne.’


‘Because she conquered Caesar!’


‘They say the queen is in Rome right now, here to watch her rebel sister, Arsinoë, paraded in chains and put to death to cap the Egyptian Triumph.’


‘Yes, yes, triumphs for Caesar’s victories in Gaul and Asia and Egypt – no one can complain about those. But what about this triumph that’s planned for his victory in Africa? It was fellow Romans he fought there. Poor Cato! Who could raise a cheer about the way he died?’


‘Oh, you might be surprised. The Roman mob loves to see a big man brought down, especially by a bigger man. And if Cato was the best general the opposition could put up after Pompey was killed, then they deserved to lose.’


‘You! You, there! What’s that you’re saying? My brother fought for Cato, you piece of scum, and died at Thapsus. He was a better Roman than the likes of you, you slandering pig!’


From the corner of my eye I saw the beginnings of a scuffle, and hurried on.


Passing beyond the public buildings of the Forum, I entered a maze of streets crowded with shops offering every sort of merchandise and service. Closest to the Forum were the more respectable eateries, tailor shops, fullers, craftsmen and jewel merchants. Further on, the atmosphere grew progressively seedier, and the clientele less affluent. I saw fewer togas and more tunics. This was the Subura district, notorious for its rough taverns and brothels. Nowadays it was thronged with Caesar’s veterans, many of them maimed or bearing hideous scars. Under the midday sun they gathered outside taverns, drinking wine, and gambled in the streets, casting dice made from bones.


I saw a group of street performers putting on a show for a little crowd that had gathered. Unlike their colleagues in the theatre, such troupes sometimes include female performers; the ones in this company were notable for their ample breasts, barely contained in tight, sheer gowns. The sketch was more pantomime than play, featuring a balding letch dressed as a Roman commander (his armour was made of tin) and the most buxom of the actresses, who wore a cheap imitation of the tall Egyptian headdress called an atef crown, and very little else. The performers were obviously meant to be Caesar and Cleopatra, and their buffoonish interaction grew progressively more suggestive. After a few obscene puns, including a comparison of Caesar’s intimate anatomy to that of a Nile river-horse (the creature Herodotus called a híppos potámios), Cleopatra extended her arms, planted her feet well apart, and broke into a ribald dance. Every part of her body jiggled wildly, while her towering headdress remained rigidly upright and perfectly motionless; I suddenly realized it looked more like a phallus than an atef crown.


I found the dance both arousing and hilarious, all the more so because I had dealt with the real queen in Alexandria, who was nothing like her imitator. A more self-possessed young woman than Cleopatra I had never met; believing herself to be the living incarnation of the goddess Isis, she tended to take herself quite seriously, and the idea that she would ever perform such a lurid dance was as delightful as it was ludicrous. An almscollector for the troupe saw me laughing and quickly hurried over, extending a cup. I contributed a small coin.


I moved on, looking for the street where Calpurnia had told me I would find Hieronymus’s apartment.


Years ago, when I lived in a ramshackle house on the Esquiline Hill above the Subura, I had walked through this neighbourhood almost every day. I had known its meandering alleys like the veins on the back of my hand. Nowadays I visited the Subura less often, and much had changed over the years. The tall, crowded tenements, some of them soaring to six storeys, were so cheaply constructed that they frequently collapsed, and almost as frequently burned down. New buildings were quickly thrown up to take their place. Entire streets had become unrecognizable to me, and for a while I became lost.


Then, in the blink of an eye, I found myself in front of the very building I was searching for. It was unmistakable. ‘Brand new and six storeys tall,’ Calpurnia had told me, ‘with a fresh yellow wash on the walls, a public fountain at the corner, and an eatery on the ground floor.’ She owned the building herself. A part of her arrangement with Hieronymus had been to supply him with free lodging.


Calpurnia had told me I would find a slave posted in the tiny vestibule. He was there partly for the security of the tenants, but also to make sure they didn’t light cooking fires in their rooms or carry on any business that was too dangerous or too illegal. I encountered an unshaven young man so scruffily dressed that he might have been a beggar who had wandered in off the street, but the suspicious look he gave me was definitely that of a watchman.


‘You must be Agapios,’ I said. ‘My name is Gordianus. Your mistress sent me.’ For proof I showed him a bit of sealing wax into which Calpurnia had pressed her signet ring. For a symbol she used the profile of King Numa, with his flowing beard and priest’s mantle. The Calpurnii could trace their descent from Calpus; he was one of the four sons of pious King Numa, who lived over six hundred years ago and was the founder of many religious rites and priesthoods.


He bowed obsequiously. ‘What can I do for you, citizen?’


‘You can show me to the room where Hieronymus of Massilia lived.’


The young slave caught my use of the past tense and shot me a curious look, but he said nothing. He turned and motioned for me to follow him up the stairs.


Usually the choicest apartments in such tenements are located in the middle floors, high enough to escape the noise and odours of the street but not so high that climbing the stairs becomes an onerous challenge, or jumping from a window in case of fire means certain death. I had expected to find Hieronymus’s apartment on the second floor up, or perhaps the third, but the sprightly watchman bounded up one flight of stairs after another. I found myself huffing and puffing and called to him to slow down, but he had disappeared from sight.


I followed at my own pace and eventually caught up with him on a landing. He was miming boredom by examining his cuticles.
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