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Introduction


Past Crimes


In the last ten to fifteen years the field of the historical mystery has grown from a small seed to a flourishing forest. It’s wonderful to see a new genre establish itself like this in such a relatively short time. In my previous two anthologies in this series, the first volume of The Mammoth Book of Historical Whodunnits and its companion The Mammoth Book of Historical Detectives, I put together a diverse selection of stories showing the type of material that had been written over the years, to show the pedigree of this field.


For this latest book, I have chosen to present all new material. Only one of the stories has previously appeared in print, and that in a magazine. None of these stories has been published in book form before, and all but one was written especially for this anthology.


The emphasis in this volume is on stories set in Roman and Celtic times and the Middle Ages. Stories span sixteen centuries from ancient Rome to the days of James I of England. In between you will encounter the last Roman crime in Britain, the days of the saints, Macbeth, the Crusades and the Knights Templar, Chaucer, the Peasant’s Revolt, Columbus and even an Elizabethan serial killer.


The collection includes old friends and new. Steven Saylor, one of the new superstars of the genre, presents another adventure of Gordianus the Finder. Peter Tremayne provides another mystery for Sister Fidelma, whilst Mary Reed and Eric Mayer test the skills of John the Eunuch once again. All three of these detectives were with us in the first volume of Historical Whodunnits eight years ago. So too were the authors Margaret Frazer and Edward D. Hoch, who are here again. Joining them are a coterie of new authors who have established themselves in the historical mystery field in the intervening years, amongst them Rosemary Rowe, Michael Jecks, Susanna Gregory, Philip Gooden and Marilyn Todd.


In that first volume Ellis Peters said that the secret of the successful historical detective story was the ability to include a human and likeable detective in a background that is as real to today’s readers as it was to those who lived in those times. In this volume I’ve brought together a wide range of detectives and investigators, not all of them likeable, but all of them living in real worlds and facing problems of their age. The way they tackle the crime and try to solve the mystery is what brings that past alive and allows us a tantalizing glimpse of distant ages. That in turn allows us to compare it with the modern world – and may be then wonder which is best.


Mike Ashley
April 2001




Poppy and the Poisoned Cake


Steven Saylor


Steven Saylor (b. 1956) has become internationally established for his Roma Sub Rosa series of mystery novels set in the final days of the Roman Republic and featuring Gordianus the Finder. The series runs Roman Blood (1991), Arms of Nemesis (1992), Catilina’s Riddle (1994), The Venus Throw (1995), A Murder on the Appian Way (1996), Rubicon (1999) and Last Seen in Massilia (2000) plus a short story collection, The House of the Vestals (1997). I have included previous Gordianus stories in The Mammoth Book of Historical Detectives and Classical Whodunnits and I’m delighted to start this anthology with a new story, not previously published in book form.


 


“Young Cicero tells me that you can be discreet. Is that true, Gordianus? Can you keep a confidence?”


Considering that the question was being put to me by the magistrate in charge of maintaining Roman morals, I weighed my answer carefully. “If Rome’s finest orator says a thing, who am I to contradict him?”


The censor snorted. “Your friend Cicero said you were clever, too. Answer a question with a question, will you? I suppose you picked that up from listening to him defend thieves and murderers in the law courts.”


Cicero was my occasional employer, but I had never counted him as a friend, exactly. Would it be indiscreet to say as much to the censor? I kept my mouth shut and nodded vaguely.


Lucius Gellius Poplicola – Poppy to his friends, as I would later find out – looked to be a robust seventy or so. In an age wracked by civil war, political assassinations, and slave rebellions, to reach such a rare and venerable age was proof of Fortune’s favor. But Fortune must have stopped smiling on Poplicola – else why summon Gordianus the Finder?


The room in which we sat, in Poplicola’s house on the Palatine Hill, was sparsely appointed, but the few furnishings were of the highest quality. The rug was Greek, with a simple geometric design in blue and yellow. The antique chairs and the matching tripod table were of ebony with silver hinges. The heavy drapery drawn over the doorway for privacy was of some plush green fabric shot through with golden threads. The walls were stained a somber red. The iron lamp in the middle of the room stood on three griffin’s feet and breathed steady flames from three gaping griffin mouths. By its light, while waiting for Poplicola, I had perused the little yellow tags that dangled from the scrolls which filled the pigeonhole bookcase in the corner. The censor’s library consisted entirely of serious works by philosophers and historians, without a lurid poet or frivolous playwright among them. Everything about the room bespoke a man of impeccable taste and high standards – just the sort of fellow whom public opinion would deem worthy of wearing the purple toga, a man qualified to keep the sacred rolls of citizenship and pass judgment on the moral conduct of senators.


“It was Cicero who recommended me, then?” In the ten years since I had met him, Cicero had sent quite a bit of business my way.


Poplicola nodded. “I told him I needed an agent to investigate . . . a private matter. A man from outside my own household, and yet someone I could rely upon to be thorough, truthful, and absolutely discreet. He seemed to think that you would do.”


“I’m honored that Cicero would recommend me to a man of your exalted position and –”


“Discretion!” he insisted, cutting me off. “That matters most of all. Everything you discover while in my employ – everything – must be held in the strictest confidence. You will reveal your discoveries to me and to no one else.”


From beneath his wrinkled brow he peered at me with an intensity that was unsettling. I nodded and said slowly, “So long as such discretion does not conflict with more sacred obligations to the gods, then yes, Censor, I promise you my absolute discretion.”


“Upon your honour as a Roman? Upon the shades of your ancestors?”


I sighed. Why must these nobles always take themselves and their problems so seriously? Why must every transaction require the invocation of dead relatives? Poplicola’s earth-shattering dilemma was probably nothing more than an errant wife or a bit of blackmail over a pretty slaveboy. I chafed at his demand for an oath and considered refusing; but the fact was that my daughter Diana had just been born, the household coffers were perilously depleted, and I needed work. I gave him my word, upon my honor and my ancestors.


He produced something from the folds of his purple toga and placed it on the little table between us. I saw it was a small silver bowl, and in the bowl there appeared to be a delicacy of some sort. I caught a whiff of almonds.


“What do you make of that?” he said.


“It appears to be a sweet cake,” I ventured. I picked up the little bowl and sniffed. Almonds, yes; and something else . . .


“By Hercules, don’t eat any of it!” He snatched the bowl from me. “I have reason to believe it’s been poisoned.” Poplicola shuddered. He suddenly looked much older.


“Poisoned?”


“The slave who brought me the cake this afternoon, here in my study – one of my oldest slaves, more than a servant, a companion really – well, the fellow always had a sweet tooth . . . like his master, that way. If he shaved off a bit of my delicacies every now and then, thinking I wouldn’t notice, where was the harm in that? It was a bit of a game between us. I used to tease him; I’d say, ‘The only thing that keeps me from growing fat is the fact that you serve my food!’ Poor Chrestus . . .” His face became ashen.


“I see. This Chrestus brought you the cake. And then?”


“I dismissed Chrestus and put the bowl aside while I finished reading a document. I came to the end, rolled up the scroll, and put it aside. I was just about to take a bite of the cake when another slave, my doorkeeper, ran into the room, terribly alarmed. He said that Chrestus was having a seizure. I went to him as quickly as I could. He was lying on the floor, convulsing. ‘The cake!’ he said. ‘The cake!’ And then he was dead. As quickly as that! The look on his face – horrible!” Poplicola gazed at the little cake and curled his lip, as if an adder were coiled in the silver bowl. “My favourite,” he said in a hollow voice. “Cinnamon and almonds, sweetened with honey and wine, with just a hint of aniseed. An old man’s pleasure, one of the few I have left. Now I shall never be able to eat it again!”


And neither shall Chrestus, I thought. “Where did the cake come from?”


“There’s a little alley just north of the Forum, with bakery shops on either side.”


“I know the street.”


“The place on the corner makes these cakes every other day. I have a standing order – a little treat I give myself. Chrestus goes down to fetch one for me, and I have it in the early afternoon.”


“And was it Chrestus who fetched the cake for you today?”


For a long moment he stared silently at the cake. “No.”


“Who, then?”


He hunched his thin shoulders up and pursed his lips. “My son, Lucius. He came by this afternoon. So the doorkeeper tells me; I didn’t see him myself. Lucius told the doorkeeper not to disturb me, that he couldn’t stay; he’d only stopped by to drop off a sweet cake for me. Lucius knows of my habit of indulging in this particular sweet, you see, and some business in the Forum took him by the street of the bakers, and as my house was on his way to another errand, he brought me a cake. The doorkeeper fetched Chrestus, Lucius gave Chrestus the sweet cake wrapped up in a bit of parchment, and then Lucius left. A little later, Chrestus brought the cake to me . . .”


Now I understood why Poplicola had demanded an oath upon my ancestors. The matter was delicate indeed. “Do you suspect your son of tampering with the cake?”


Poplicola shook his head. “I don’t know what to think.”


“Is there any reason to suspect that he might wish to do you harm?”


“Of course not!” The denial was a little too vehement, a little too quick.


“What is it you want from me, Censor?”


“To find the truth of the matter! They call you Finder, don’t they? Find out if the cake is poisoned. Find out who poisoned it. Find out how it came about that my son . . .”


“I understand, Censor. Tell me, who in your household knows of what happened today?”


“Only the doorkeeper.”


“No one else?”


“No one. The rest of the household has been told that Chrestus collapsed from a heart attack. I’ve told no one else of Lucius’s visit, or about the cake.”


I nodded. “To begin, I shall need to see the dead man, and to question your doorkeeper.”


“Of course. And the cake? Shall I feed a bit to some stray cat, to make sure . . .”


“I don’t think that will be necessary, Censor.” I picked up the little bowl and sniffed at the cake again. Most definitely, blended with the wholesome scent of baked almonds was the sharper odour of the substance called bitter-almond, one of the strongest of all poisons. Only a few drops would suffice to kill a man in minutes. How fiendishly clever, to sprinkle it onto a sweet almond-flavoured confection, from which a hungry man with a sweet tooth might take a bite without noticing the bitter taste until too late.


Poplicola took me to see the body. Chrestus looked to have been fit for his age. His hands were soft; his master had not overworked him. His waxy flesh had a pinkish flush, further evidence that the poison had been bitter-almond.


Poplicola summoned the doorkeeper, whom I questioned in his master’s presence. He proved to be a tight-lipped fellow (as doorkeepers should be), and added nothing to what Poplicola had already told me.


Visibly shaken, Poplicola withdrew, with instructions to the doorkeeper to see me out. I was in the foyer, about to leave, when a woman crossed the atrium. She wore an elegant blue stola and her hair was fashionably arranged with combs and pins into a towering configuration that defied logic. Her hair was jet black, except for a narrow streak of white above her left temple that spiraled upward like a ribbon into the convoluted vortex. She glanced at me as she passed but registered no reaction. No doubt the censor received many visitors.


“Is that the censor’s daughter?” I asked the doorkeeper.


“No.”


I raised an eyebrow, but the tight-lipped slave did not elaborate. “His wife, then?”


“Yes. My mistress Palla.”


“A striking woman.” In the wake of her passing, a kind of aura seemed to linger in the empty atrium. Hers was a haughty beauty that gave little indication of her age. I suspected she must be older than she looked, but she could hardly have been past forty.


“Is Palla the mother of the censor’s son, Lucius?”


“No.”


“His stepmother, then?”


“Yes.”


“I see.” I nodded and took my leave.


I wanted to know more about Poplicola and his household, so that night I paid a visit to my patrician friend Lucius Claudius, who knows everything worth knowing about anyone who counts in the higher circles of Roman society. I intended to be discreet, honoring my oath to the censor, and so, after dinner, relaxing on our couches and sharing more wine, in a roundabout way I got onto the topic of elections and voting, and thence to the subject of census rolls. “I understand the recent census shows something like eight hundred thousand Roman citizens,” I noted.


“Indeed!” Lucius Claudius popped his pudgy fingers into his mouth one by one, savoring the grease from the roasted quail. With his other hand he brushed a ringlet of frizzled red hair from his forehead. “If this keeps up, one of these days citizens shall outnumber slaves! The censors really should do something about restricting citizenship.”


My friend’s politics tend to be conservative; the Claudii are patricians, after all. I nodded thoughtfully. “Who are the censors nowadays, anyway?”


“Lentulus Clodianus . . .” he said, popping a final finger into his mouth, “. . . and old Lucius Gellius Poplicola.”


“Poplicola,” I murmured innocently. “Now why does that name sound familiar?”


“Really, Gordianus, where is your head? Poplicola was consul two years ago. Surely you recall that bit of unpleasantness with Spartacus? It was Poplicola’s job as consul to take the field against the rebel slaves, who gave him a sound whipping – not once, but twice! The disgrace of it, farm slaves led by a rogue gladiator, thrashing trained legionnaires led by a Roman consul! People said it was because Poppy was just too old to lead an army. He’s lucky it wasn’t the end of his career! But here it is two years later, and Poppy’s a censor. It’s a big job. But safe – no military commands! Just right for a fellow like Poppy – been around for ever, honest as a stick.”


“Just what do the censors do?”


“Census and censure, their two main duties. Keep the roll of voters, assign the voters to tribes, make sure the patrician tribes carry the most weight in the elections – that’s the way of it. Well, we can hardly allow those 799,000 common citizens out there to have as much say in electing magistrates as the thousand of us whose families have been running this place since the days of Romulus and Remus; wouldn’t make sense. That’s the census part.”


I nodded. “And censure?”


“The censors don’t just say who’s a citizen and who’s not; they also say what a citizen should be. The privilege of citizenship implies certain moral standards, even in these dissolute days. If the censors put a black mark for immoral conduct by a man’s name in the rolls, it’s serious business. They can expel a fellow from the Senate. In fact . . .” He leaned forward and lowered his voice to emphasize the gravity of what he was about to say. “In fact, word has it that the censors are about to publish a list of over sixty men they’re throwing out of the Senate for breach of moral character – taking bribes, falsifying documents, embezzling. Sixty! A veritable purge! You can imagine the mood in the Senate House. Everyone suspicious of everyone else, all of us wondering who’s on the list.”


“So Poplicola is not exactly the most popular man in the Forum these days?”


“To put it mildly. Don’t misunderstand, there’s plenty of support for the purge. I support it myself, wholeheartedly. The Senate needs a thorough housecleaning! But Poppy’s about to make some serious enemies. Which is ironic, because he’s always been such a peacemaker.” Lucius laughed. “Back when he was governor of Greece in his younger days, they say Poppy called together all the bickering philosophers in Athens and practically pleaded with them to come to some sort of consensus about the nature of the universe. ‘If we cannot have harmony in the heavens, how can we hope for anything but discord here on Earth?’ ” His mimicry of the censor’s reedy voice was uncanny.


“Census and censure,” I murmured, sipping my wine. “I don’t suppose ordinary citizens have all that much to fear from the censors.”


“Oh, a black mark from the censor is trouble for any man. Ties up voting rights, cancels state contracts, revokes licenses to keep a shop in the city. That could ruin a man, drive him into poverty. And if a censor really wants to make trouble for a fellow, he can call him before a special Senate committee to investigate charges of immorality. Once that sort of investigation starts, it never ends – just the idea is enough to give even an honest man a heart attack! Oh yes, the censorship is a powerful office. That’s why it has to be filled with men of absolutely irreproachable character, completely untainted by scandal – like Poppy.” Lucius Claudius suddenly frowned and wrinkled his fleshy brow. “Of course, there’s that terrible rumour I heard only this afternoon – so outrageous I dismissed it out of hand. Put it out of my mind so completely that I actually forgot about it until just now . . .”


“Rumour?”


“Probably nothing – a vicious bit of slander put about by one of Poppy’s enemies . . .”


“Slander?”


“Oh, some nonsense about Poppy’s son, Lucius, trying to poison the old man – using a sweet cake, if you can believe it!” I raised my eyebrows and tried to look surprised. “But these kinds of stories always get started, don’t they, when a fellow as old as Poppy marries a woman young enough to be his daughter, and beautiful as well. Palla is her name. She and her stepson Lucius get along well – what of it? People see them out together now and again without Poppy, at a chariot race or a play, laughing and having a good time, and the next thing you know, these nasty rumours get started. Lucius, trying to poison his father so he can marry his stepmother – now that would be a scandal! And I’m sure there are those who’d like to think it’s true, who’d love nothing better than to see Poppy pulled down into the muck right along with them.”


The attempted poisoning had taken place that afternoon – and yet Lucius Claudius had already heard about it. How could the rumour have spread so swiftly? Who could have started it? Not Poplicola’s son, surely, if he were the poisoner. But what if Poplicola’s son were innocent of any wrongdoing? What if he had been somehow duped into passing the deadly cake by his father’s enemies, who had then gone spreading the tale prematurely . . .


Or might the speed of the rumour have a simpler explanation? It could be that Poplicola’s doorkeeper was not nearly so tight-lipped as his terse answers had led me to think. If the doorkeeper told another slave in the household about the poison cake, who then told a slave in a neighbor’s house, who then told his master . . .


I tried to keep my face a blank, but Lucius Claudius saw the wheels spinning in my head. He narrowed his eyes. “Gordianus – what are you up to? How did we get on to the subject of Poplicola, anyway? Do you know something about this rumor?”


I was trying to think of some way to honour my oath to the censor without lying to my friend, when I was saved by the arrival of Lucius Claudius’s beloved Momo. The tiny Melitaean terrier scampered into the room, as white as a snowball and almost as round; lately she had grown as plump as her master. She scampered and yapped at Lucius’s feet, too earthbound to leap on to the couch. Lucius summoned a slave, who lifted the dog up and placed it on his lap. “My darling, my sweet, my adorable little Momo!” he cooed, and in an instant seemed to forget all about Poplicola, to my relief. Bitter-almond is a difficult poison to obtain. I am told that it is extracted from the pits of common fruits, but the stuff is so lethal – a man can die simply from having it touch his skin, or inhaling its fumes – that most of the shady dealers in such goods refuse to handle it. The rare customer looking for bitter-almond is usually steered into purchasing something else for his purpose, “Just as good,” the dealer will say, though few poisons are as quick and certain as bitter-almond.


My peculiar line of work has acquainted me with all sorts of people, from the highest of the high, like Poplicola, to the lowest of the low – like a certain unsavoury dealer in poisons and potions named Quintus Fugax. Fugax claimed to be immune to every poison known to man, and even boasted that on occasion he tested new ones on himself, just to see if they would make him sick. To be sure, no poison had yet killed him, but his fingers were stained permanently black, there was a constant twitch at the corner of his mouth, his skin was covered with strange splotches, his head was covered with scabs and bald spots, and one of his eyes was covered with a rheumy yellow film. If anyone in Rome was unafraid to deal in bitter-almond, it was Quintus Fugax.


I found him the next day at his usual haunt, a squalid little tavern on the riverfront. I told him I wanted to ask some general questions about certain poisons and how they acted, for my own edification. So long as I kept his wine cup full, he agreed to talk with me.


Several cups later, when I judged that his tongue was sufficiently loosened by the wine, I asked him if he knew anything about bitter-almond. He laughed. “It’s the best! I always tell people so, and not just because I’m about the only dealer who handles it. But hardly anybody wants it. Bitter-almond carries a curse, some say. People are afraid it’ll turn on them, and they’ll end up the dead one. Could happen; stuff can practically kill you just by you looking at it.”


“Not much call for bitter-almond, then?”


“Not much.” He smiled. “But I did sell a bit of it, just yesterday.”


I swirled my wine and pretended to study the dregs. “Really? Some fishmonger wanting to do in his wife, I suppose.”


He grinned, showing more gaps than teeth. “You know I never talk about my customers.”


I frowned. “Still, it can’t have been anyone very important. I’d have heard if some senator or wealthy merchant died from sudden convulsions after eating a hearty meal.”


Fugax barked out a laugh. “Ha! Try a piece of cake!”


I caught my breath and kept my eyes on the swirling dregs. “I beg your pardon?”


“Customer wanted to know if you could use bitter-almond in an almond sweet cake. I said, ‘Just the thing!’ ”


“What was he, a cook? Or a cook’s slave, I suppose. Your customers usually send a go-between, don’t they? They never deal with you face-to-face.”


“This one did.”


“Really?”


“Said she couldn’t trust any of her slaves to make such a sensitive purchase.”


“She?”


He raised his eyebrows and covered his mouth, like a little boy caught tattling, then threw back his head and cackled. “Gave that much away, didn’t I? But I can’t say who she was, because I don’t know. Not poor, though. Came and went in a covered litter, all blue like her stola. Made her bearers stop a couple of streets away so they couldn’t see where she went and I wouldn’t see where she came from, but I sneaked after her when she left. Watched her climb into that fancy litter – hair so tall she had to stoop to get in!”


I summoned up a laugh and nodded. “These crazy new hairstyles!”


His ravaged face suddenly took on a wistful look. “Hers was pretty, though. All shiny and black – with a white streak running through it, like a stripe on a cat! Pretty woman. But pity the poor man who’s crossed her!”


I nodded. “Pity him indeed . . .”


The enviable corner spot on the street of the bakers was occupied by a family named Baebius; so declared a handsomely painted sign above the serving counter that fronted the street. A short young blonde, a bit on the far side of pleasingly plump but with a sunshiny smile, stepped up to serve me. “What’ll you have today, citizen? Sweet or savoury?”


“Sweet, I think. A friend tells me you make the most delicious little almond cakes.”


“Oh, you’re thinking of Papa’s special. We’re famous for it. Been selling it from this shop for three generations. But I’m afraid we don’t have any today. We only make those every other day. However, I can sell you a wonderful cheese and honey torte – very rich.”


I pretended to hem and haw and finally nodded. “Yes, give me one of those. No, make it three – hungry mouths at home! But it’s too bad you don’t have the almond cakes. My friend raves about them. He was by here just yesterday, I think. A fellow named Lucius Gellius.”


“Oh yes, we know him. But it’s not he who craves the almond cakes, it’s his father, the censor. Old Poplicola buys one from every batch Papa bakes!”


“But his son Lucius was here yesterday?”


She nodded. “So he was. I sold him the sweet cake myself and wrapped it up in parchment for him to take to his father. For himself and the lady he bought a couple of little savoury custards. Would you care to try –”


“The lady?”


“The lady who was waiting for him in the blue litter.”


“Is she a regular customer, too?”


The girl shrugged. “I didn’t actually see her; only got a glimpse as Lucius was handing her the custard, and then they were off towards the Forum. There, taste that and tell me it’s not fit for the gods.”


I bit into the cheese and honey torte and feigned an enthusiastic nod. At that moment, it could have been ambrosia and I would have taken no pleasure in it.


I made my report to Poplicola that afternoon. He was surprised that I could have concluded my investigation so swiftly, and insisted on knowing each step in my progress and every person I had talked to. He stood, turned his back to me, and stared at the sombre red wall as I explained how I came to suspect the use of bitter-almond; how I questioned one of the few men who dealt in that particular poison, plied him with wine, and obtained a description that was almost certainly of Palla; how the girl at the bakery shop not only confirmed that Lucius had purchased the cake the previous day, but saw him leave in a blue litter with a female companion.


“None of this amounts to absolute proof, I admit. But it seems reasonably evident that Palla purchased the bitter-almond in the morning, that Lucius was either with her at that time, and stayed in the litter, or else joined her later, and then the two of them went to the bakery shop, where Lucius purchased the cake. Then one or both of them together sprinkled the poison on to the cake –”


Poplicola hunched his gaunt shoulders and produced a stifled cry, a sound of such despair that I was stunned into silence. When he turned to face me, he appeared to have aged ten years in an instant.


“All this is circumstantial evidence,” he said, “not legal proof.”


I spoke slowly and carefully. “Legal proof is narrowly defined. To satisfy a court of law, all the slaves involved would be called upon to testify – the litter bearers, your doorkeeper, perhaps the personal attendants of Palla and Lucius. Slaves see everything, and they usually know more than their masters think. They would be tortured, of course; the testimony of slaves is inadmissible unless obtained by torture. Acquiring that degree of proof is beyond my means, Censor.”


He shook his head. “Never mind. We both know the truth. I knew it all along, of course. Lucius and Palla, behind my back – but I never thought it would come to this!”


“What will you do, Censor?” It was within Poplicola’s legal rights, as paterfamilias, to put his son to death without a trial or any other formality. He could strangle Lucius with his own hands or have a slave do it for him, and no one would question his right to do so, especially in the circumstances. He could do the same thing to his wife.


Poplicola made no answer. He had turned to face the wall again, and stood so stiff and motionless that I feared for him. “Censor . . .?”


“What will I do?” he snapped. “Don’t be impertinent, Finder! I hired you to find out a thing. You did so, and that’s the end of your concern. You’ll leave here with some gold in your purse, never fear.”


“Censor, I meant no –”


“You swore an oath, on your ancestors, to speak of this affair to no one but me. I shall hold you to it. If you’re any sort of Roman –”


“There’s no need to remind me, Censor,” I said sharply. “I don’t make oaths lightly.”


He reached into a pouch within his purple toga, counted out some coins, laid them on the little table before me, and left the room without saying another word.


I was left to show myself out. On my way to the foyer, addled by anger, I took a wrong turn and didn’t realize it until I found myself in a large garden surrounded by a peristyle. I cursed and turned to retrace my steps, then glimpsed the couple who stood beneath the colonnade at the far corner of the garden, their heads together as if engaged in some grave conversation. The woman was Palla. Her arms were crossed and her head was held high. The man, from his manner towards her, I would have taken to be her husband had I not known better. Lucius Gellius looked very much like a younger replica of his father, even to the chilly stare he gave me as I hastily withdrew.


In the days that followed, I kept my ears perked for any news of developments at the house of Poplicola, but there was only silence. Was the old man plotting some horrible revenge on his son and wife? Were they still plotting against him? Or had the three of them somehow come together, with confessions of guilt and forgiveness all around? I hardly saw how such a reconciliation could be possible after such a total breach of trust.


Then one morning I received a note from my friend Lucius Claudius:


Dear Friend, Dinner Companion, and Fellow Connoisseur of Gossip,


We never quite finished our discussion about Poplicola the other day, did we? The latest gossip (horrible stuff): On the very eve of the great purge in the Senate, one hears that certain members are planning to mount a prosecution against the censor’s son, Lucius Gellius, accusing him of sleeping with his stepmother and plotting to kill Poppy. Such a trial will stir up a huge scandal – what will people think of a magistrate in charge of morals who can’t stop his own son and wife from fornicating and scheming to do him in? Opponents (and likely targets) of the purge will say, “Clean up your own house, Poplicola, before you presume to clean ours!”


Who knows how such a trial might turn out? The whole family will be dragged through the mud – if there’s any dirt on any of them, the prosecutors will dig it up. And if Lucius is found guilty (I still can’t believe it), they won’t allow him exile – he’ll be put to death along with Palla, and to save face Poplicola will have to play stern paterfamilias and watch while it’s done! That would be the death of Poppy, I fear. Certainly, it would be the end of his political career. He’d be utterly humiliated, his moral authority a joke. He couldn’t possibly continue as censor. No purge of the Senate, then, and politics can go on as usual! What an age we live in.


Ah well, come dine with me tonight. I shall be having fresh pheasant, and Cook promises to do something divine with the sauce . . .


The pheasant that night was succulent. The sauce had an intriguing insinuation of mint that lingered teasingly on the tongue. But the food was not what I had come for.


Eventually we got around to the subject of the censor and his woes.


“There’s to be a trial, then,” I said.


“Actually . . . no,” said Lucius Claudius.


“But your note this morning –”


“Invalidated by fresh gossip this afternoon.”


“And?”


Lucius leaned back on his couch, stroked Momo, and looked at me shrewdly. “I don’t suppose, Gordianus, that you know more about this affair than you’re letting on?”


I looked him in the eye. “Nothing that I could discuss, even with you, my friend, without violating an oath.”


He nodded. “I thought it must be something like that. Even so, I don’t suppose you could let me know, simply yes or no, whether Lucius Gellius and Palla really – Gordianus, you look as if the pheasant suddenly turned on you! Well, let no one say that I ever gave a dinner guest indigestion from pressing an improper question. I shall simply have to live not knowing. Though in that case, why I should tell you the latest news from the Forum, I’m sure I don’t know.”


He pouted and fussed over Momo. I sipped my wine. Lucius began to fidget. Eventually his urge to share the latest gossip got the better of him. I tried not to smile.


“Very well, since you must know: Poppy, acting in his capacity as censor, has convoked a special Senate committee to investigate his own son on a charge of gross immorality – namely this rumour about adultery and attempted parricide. The committee will take up the investigation at once, and Poppy himself will preside over it.”


“But how will this affect the upcoming trial?”


“There won’t be a trial. The investigation supersedes it. It’s rather clever of Poppy, I suppose, and rather brave. This way he heads off his enemies, who would have made a public trial into a spectacle. Instead, he’ll see to the question of his son’s guilt or innocence himself, behind closed doors. The Senate committee will make the final vote, but Poppy will oversee the proceedings. Of course, the whole thing could spin out of his control. If the investigating committee finds Lucius Gellius guilty, the scandal will still be the ruin of Poppy.” He shook his head. “Surely that won’t happen. For Poppy to take charge of the matter himself, that must mean that his son is innocent, and Poppy knows it – doesn’t it?” Lucius raised an eyebrow and peered at me expectantly.


“I’m not sure what it means,” I said, and meant it.


The investigation into the moral conduct of Lucius Gellius lasted two days, and took place behind the closed doors of the Senate House, where none but scribes and witnesses and the senators themselves were allowed. Fortunately for me, Lucius Claudius was among the senators on the investigating committee, and when the investigation was done he invited me once again to dine with him.


He greeted me at the door himself, and even before he spoke I could tell from his round, beaming face that he was pleased with the outcome.


“The committee reached a conclusion?” I said.


“Yes, and what a relief!”


“Lucius Gellius was cleared of the charges?” I tried not to sound sceptical.


“Completely! The whole business was an absurd fabrication! Nothing to it but vicious rumors and unfounded suspicions.”


I thought of the dead slave, Chrestus. “There was no evidence at all of Lucius Gellius’s guilt?”


“No such evidence was presented. Oh, so-and-so once saw Palla and Lucius Gellius sitting with their legs pressed together at the Circus Maximus, and another so-and-so saw them holding hands in a marketplace one day, and someone else claims to have seen them kiss beneath some trees on the Palatine Hill. Nothing but hearsay and rubbish. Palla and Lucius Gellius were called upon to defend themselves, and they both swore they had done nothing improper. Poplicola himself vouched for them.”


“No slaves were called to testify?”


“This was an investigation, Gordianus, not a trial. We had no authority to extract testimony under torture.”


“And were there no other witnesses? No depositions? Nothing regarding the poisoned cake that was rumored?”


“No. If there had been anyone capable of producing truly damning evidence, they’d have been found, surely; there were plenty of senators on the committee hostile to Poppy, and believe me, since the rumors first began, they’ve been scouring the city looking for evidence. It simply wasn’t there.”


I thought of the poison dealer, and of the blond girl who had waited on me at the bakery shop. I had tracked them down with little enough trouble; Poplicola’s enemies would have started out with less to go on, but surely they had dispatched their own finders to search out the truth. Why had the girl not been called to testify, at least? Had no one made even the simple connection between the rumour of the poisoned cake and the bakery shop which produced Poplicola’s favourite treat? Could the forces against the censor have been so inept?


Lucius laughed. “And to think of the meals I left untouched, fretting over Poppy! Well, now that he and his household have been vindicated, he can get on with his work as censor. Tomorrow Poppy will post his list of senators who’ve earned a black mark for immoral conduct. Good riddance, I say. More elbow room for the rest of us in the Senate chambers!” He sighed and shook his head. “Really, all that grief, and the whole thing was a farce.”


Yes, I thought warily, so it had ended up – a farce. But what role had I played in it?


The next day I went to the street of the bakers, thinking finally to taste for myself one of the famous almond sweet cakes baked by the Baebius family – and also to find out if, indeed, no one from the Senate committee had called upon the blond girl.


I strolled up the narrow, winding little street and arrived at the corner with a shock. Instead of the blond girl’s smiling face behind the serving counter, I saw a boarded-up storefront. The sign bearing the family name, there for three generations, had been obliterated with crude daubs of paint.


A shopkeeper down the street saw me gaping and called to me from behind his counter.


“Looking for the Baebii?”


“Yes.”


“Gone.”


“Where?”


“No idea.”


“When?”


He shrugged. “A while back. Just up and left overnight, the whole lot of them. Baebius, his wife and daughter, the slaves – here one day, all gone the next. Poof! Like actors falling through a trapdoor on a stage.”


“But why?”


He gestured that I should step closer, and lowered his voice. “I suspect that Baebius must have got himself into serious trouble with the authorities.”


“What authorities?”


“The Senate itself!”


“Why do you say that?”


“Just a day or two after he vanished, some pretty rough-looking strangers came snooping up and down the block, asking for Baebius and wanting to know where he’d gone. They even offered money, but nobody could tell them. And then, a few days after that, here come more strangers asking questions, only these were better dressed and carried fancy-looking scrolls; claimed they were conducting some sort of official investigation, and had ‘senatorial authority.’ Not that it mattered; people around here still didn’t know what had become of Baebius. It’s a mystery, isn’t it?”


“Yes . . .”


“I figure Baebius must have done something pretty bad, to get out of town that sudden and not leave a trace behind.” He shook his head. “Sad, though; his family had been in that shop a long time. And you’d think he might have given me his recipe for those almond cakes before he disappeared! People come by here day and night asking for those cakes. Say, could I interest you in something sweet? These honey-glazed buns are fresh out of the oven. Just smell that aroma . . .”


Is it better to visit a poison dealer on a full stomach or an empty one? Empty, I decided, and so I declined the baker’s bun and made my way across the Forum and the cattle market to the riverfront, and thence to the seedy little tavern frequented by Quintus Fugax.


The interior seemed pitch-dark after the bright sunshine. I had to squint as I stumbled from bench to bench, searching among the derelicts. Only the most hardened drinkers were in such a place at that time of day. The place stank of spilled wine and river rot.


“Looking for someone?” asked the tavern keeper.


“A fellow called Fugax.”


“The scarecrow with the rheumy eye and the bad breath?”


“That’s him.”


“You’re out of luck, then, but not as out of luck as your friend.”


“What do you mean?”


“They dragged him out of the river a couple of days ago.”


“What?”


“Drowned. Poor sod must have fallen in; not my fault if a man leaves here too drunk to walk straight. Or maybe . . .” He gave me a significant look. “Maybe somebody pushed him in.”


“Why do you say that?”


“Fugax had been strutting around here lately, claiming he was about to come into a big sum of money. Crazy fool! Saying a thing like that in this neighbourhood is asking for trouble.”


“Where was he going to get this money?”


“That’s what I wondered. I asked him, ‘What, are you planning to sell your garden villa on the Tiber?’ He laughed and said he had something to sell, all right – information, important information that powerful people would pay a lot for; pay to get it, or pay to keep others from getting it. Not likely, I thought! ‘What could a river rat like you know that anybody would give a fig to find out?’ He just laughed. The fellow was half crazy, you know. But I figure maybe somebody heard him bragging, tried to rob him, got angry when they didn’t find much, and threw him in the river. The dock workers that found him say it looked like he might have hit his head on something – hard to tell with all those scabs and rashes. Did you know him well?”


I sighed. “Well enough not to mourn too much over his death.”


The tavern keeper looked at me oddly. “You need something to drink, citizen.”


I had declined the baker’s bun, but I accepted the tavern keeper’s wine.


The doorkeeper at Poplicola’s house tersely informed me that his master was not receiving visitors. I pushed past him and told him I would wait in the red study. I waited for quite a while, long enough to peruse a few of the scrolls in Poplicola’s little library: Aristotle on ethics, Plato on the examined life. There was a movement at the green curtain drawn over the doorway. It was not Poplicola who entered, but Palla.


She was shorter than I had thought; her elaborate turret of hair gave an illusion of height. But she was actually more beautiful than I had realized. By the reflected light of the red walls her skin took on a smooth, creamy luster. The bland youthfulness of her face was at odds with the worldliness in her eyes. Seeing her so close, it was harder than ever to calculate her age.


“You must be Gordianus,” she said.


“Yes.”


“My husband is physically and emotionally exhausted by the events of the last few days. He can’t possibly see you.”


“I think he should.”


“Has he not paid you yet?”


I gritted my teeth. “I’m not an instrument to be used and then disposed of. I helped him discover the truth. I brought him certain information. Now I find that an innocent family has been driven into hiding, and another man is dead, very likely murdered to keep him quiet.”


“If you’re talking about that wretch Fugax, surely the whole city is better off being rid of such a creature.”


“What do you know about his death?”


She made no answer.


“I insist that your husband see me,” I said.


She looked at me steadily. “Anything you might wish to say to Poppy, you may say to me. We have no secrets from each other – not any more. Everything has come out into the open between us.”


“And your stepson?”


“Father and son are reconciled.”


“The three of you have worked it all out?”


“Yes. But that’s really none of your business, Finder. As you say, you were hired to find out a thing, and you did. There’s an end of it.”


“An end of Chrestus, and of Fugax, you mean. And who knows what’s become of the baker and his family.”


She drew a deep breath and gave me a bemused look. “The slave Chrestus belonged to my husband. His death was an injury to my husband’s property. Chrestus was old and slow, he pilfered from his master’s food and might not have survived another winter; his market value was nil. It’s for Poppy and Poppy alone to seek recompense for the loss, and if he chooses to overlook it, then neither you nor anybody else has any business poking further into the matter.”


She crossed her arms and paced slowly across the room. “As for Fugax, as I say, his death is no loss to anyone. A public service, I should think! When the trial began to loom, and then the investigation, he tried to blackmail us. He was a stupid, vile, treacherous little man, and now he’s dead. That, too, is none of your business.”


She reached the far corner and turned around. “As for the baker and his family, they were paid a more than adequate compensation for their trouble.”


“The man’s family had been in that shop for generations! I can’t believe he left of his own free will.”


She stiffened her jaw. “ ‘True, Baebius was not completely cooperative, at first. A certain amount of pressure was required to make him see reason.”


“Pressure?”


“A black mark from a censor could have made a great deal of trouble for Baebius. Once that was explained to him, Baebius saw that it would be best if he and his family left Rome altogether and set up shop elsewhere. I’m sure his almond cakes will be just as popular in Spain as they were here in Rome. Poppy shall miss them, alas.” She spoke without a shred of irony.


“And what about me?”


“You, Gordianus?”


“I knew more than anyone.”


“Yes, that’s true. To be candid, I thought we should do something about you; so did my stepson. But Poppy said that you had sworn an oath of secrecy upon your ancestors, that you gave him your word, Roman to Roman. That sort of thing counts for a great deal with Poppy. He insisted that we leave you alone. And he was right; you kept silent. He expects you to remain silent. I’m sure you won’t let him down.”


She flashed a serene smile, without the least hint of remorse. It struck me that Palla resembled a bit of poisoned cake herself. “So you see,” she said, “it’s all worked out for the best, for everyone concerned.”


Legally and politically, the affair of Poplicola and the poisoned cake was at an end. The court of public opinion, however, would continue to try and retry the case for years to come.


There were those who insisted that the Senate investigation had been rigged by Poplicola himself; that vital witnesses had been intimidated, driven off, even killed; that the censor was morally bankrupt, unfit for his office, and that his happy household was a sham.


Others defended Poplicola, saying that all the talk against him originated with a few morally depraved, bitter ex-senators. There were even those who argued that the episode was proof of Poplicola’s wisdom and profound sense of judgment. Upon hearing such shocking charges against his son and wife, many a man would have rushed to avenge himself on them, taking their punishment into his own hands; but Poplicola had exercised almost superhuman restraint, called for an official inquiry, and ultimately saw his loved ones vindicated. For his patience and cool-headed perseverance, Poplicola was held up as a model of Roman sagacity, and his loyal wife Palla was admired as a woman who held her head high even when enduring the cruellest slanders.


As for his son, Lucius Gellius’s political career advanced more or less unimpeded by the scandal. He became more active than ever in the courts and in the Senate House, and openly expressed his ambition to be censor someday, following in his father’s footsteps. Only rarely did his unproved crimes come back to haunt him, as on the occasion when he sparred with Cicero in a rancorous debate and threatened to give the great orator a piece of his mind – to which Cicero replied, “Better that, Lucius Gellius, than a piece of your cake!”
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In the following story we meet Marcus Fabius Quintilianus (AD c35–95). He was one of the most distinguished and respected rhetoricians of Imperial Rome. His Institutiones Oratoriae (Education of an Orator) gave such good advice on the principles of educating children that sections of it are quoted, sometimes unknowingly, to this day. The story told here is based on a possibly apocryphal description of one of his cases.


 


My name is Plautus Maximilianus Aureus. I shall soon be twenty-two years old, and I have accomplished nothing in my life. When Alexander the Great was my age, he had conquered all Persia. When Cicero was my age, he had tried and won his first cases before a Roman jury. But I – I have a stammer and a slight limp from a childhood illness that twisted my spine and left me just crippled enough to be useless in battle and unattractive to women. I am commonly known as “Max the Scribbler”, or sometimes just “Scribbler” for the way I write down everything said by my patron and mentor, the great teacher, jurist and orator Marcus Fabius Quintilianus. I carry about a great supply of wax tablets in a canvas sack for that purpose.


The instance I am relating occurred but a few months ago, in the spring of the second year of the reign of the Emperor Vespasian. It was then that, with many misgivings, Quintilian agreed to defend a youth named Rufus Abracius against the charge that he had murdered his own father. This was not a popular case to take on, as you can imagine: the grumbling in the Forum was that banishment was insufficient and death, unless it were a particularly lingering and painful death, was too lenient a punishment for such a crime. The fact that the accused lad was blind made the crime somehow even worse, as was the fact that his own stepmother was his accuser, and it was she who was bringing the case to trial.


The commission was brought to Quintilian by his friend Titus, the shipowner, who had known Quintilian since they were boys together in the sunny hillsides of Spain. I assume Spain has sunny hillsides, why shouldn’t it? The two of them sat together on the bench under the single fig tree growing in the courtyard of Quintilian’s villa, which is on the outskirts of Rome by the Via Sculpa. The kitchen girl brought out a pitcher of heated wine and three goblets, and the two old friends talked over the events of the week; Quintilian waiting patiently for Titus to bring up whatever had brought him along the dusty road in his sedan chair so early in the day. I sat on a stool by Quintilian’s feet, ready with tablet and stylus in case Quintilian said anything worthy of recording.


“Rufus Abracius needs an advocate,” Titus said, after hemming and hawing through his first goblet of wine and refilling the vessel.


“The lad accused of killing his own father?”


Titus nodded. “I’m afraid there’ll be little glory in this for you,” he said, an understatement if I’ve ever heard one, “but at least you’ll get paid. I’ll guarantee your fee.”


Quintilian scowled into his goblet. “This is not a good time,” he said. “I am devoting much of my energy to preparing notes for a book on the teaching of rhetoric and oratory to the young.”


“In addition,” I added from my place on a small stool at the foot of the bench, “to actually teaching rhetoric to eleven youths and three advanced students. That takes up much of the week.”


They both turned to glower at me. “They would come to the trial and watch and listen,” Quintilian said. “They would learn much from seeing for themselves how it should be done.”


“Watching the master in action is worth many hours of classroom instruction,” Titus agreed firmly.


“Silly me,” I said. “I abase myself.”


Quintilian turned to Titus. “Tell me about it,” he said.


Rufus Abracius, as Titus told Quintilian, was the son of Marcus Vexianus Abracius, a grain merchant, who had shipped many cargoes from the wheat fields of Egypt in tub-hulled vessels owned by Titus. There had been no bad blood between father and son until the father had remarried. Indeed, some five years before, Rufus had saved his father’s life in a fire, and had been blinded when he went back in an unsuccessful attempt to rescue his mother.


According to Titus, Rufus had erected a shrine to his dead mother in a corner of his room and spent most of every day lying on his bed, weeping. Although such abject mourning was certainly unmanly, it was at least understandable, as the boy had been very close to his mother and blamed himself for her death.


The rift between Rufus and his father had grown since the father took Lucella Collesta, a dark-haired Syracusan beauty a full two decades younger than himself, to be his new wife. The lad refused to attend the wedding and, although outwardly civil to his stepmother, had as little to do with her or his father as possible from that moment onwards; going so far as to move to a room in a distant part of the house beyond the kitchens. Two servants’ rooms were combined to provide him with his new quarters.


On the second day of Parentalia in February – the solemn festival for honouring dead parents – Rufus had walked more than a mile out of the city along the Via Appia to the family mausoleum where his mother’s ashes lay. He had chosen to go by himself and had scorned the use of a sedan chair or the company of his body slave, although it was a chill and drizzly day and the road was rough and dangerous, even for the sighted. He had spent the night at the mausoleum, wrapped in his woollen cloak, with his head resting on a convenient slab of marble.


When he returned, his stepmother had discovered a vial of poison in his shoulder bag. Whether he intended to take his own life, or attempt the life of either his father or stepmother cannot be known. The vial was taken away from him, and after that he seldom left his room.


Titus refilled his cup. “As to the murder itself,” he went on, “Marcus was stabbed right through the heart while he slept, one clean blow, and his son’s bloody hand prints were discovered on the wall of the corridor –”


“That’s very interesting,” Quintilian interrupted. “Stabbed with what?” Then he raised his hand. “Wait, don’t go on. If I am to take this case I must at least gather the facts second-hand and not third-hand. We must go to the home of Marcus Vexianus Abracius and see for ourselves what there is to be seen and listen to what there is to be told.”


“Then you’ll take the case?” Titus asked.


“First tell me why you’re so willing to defend the lad,” Quintilian said. “If we lose the case Rufus cannot inherit and will be penniless. Why are you willing to support him to the extent of guaranteeing my exorbitant fee?”


Titus thought about it for a minute and then shrugged. “I like the lad,” he said. “Black as the case against him seems, I cannot believe he killed his own father. It’s not in his character, as I know it, to do so.”


“Then I will look into it,” Quintilian told him. “Whether or not I’ll appear in court for the lad depends on what I find.”


The next day we journeyed across Rome to the home of Rufus and his stepmother, Quintilian walking briskly the whole way and I scurrying along behind as best I could. Over Quirinal Hill and Viminal Hill we went without pausing. Even the two slaves we brought along as bodyguards, great, hulking Celts from the Islands of the Mists, had trouble keeping up with him. There was a brief respite before we climbed Esquiline Hill, but only because a senator recognized Quintilian and bade him stop and answer a brief question regarding the proper raising of the senator’s young nephews. Quintilian loved to walk in all weathers, claiming he could think better as he strode along. For my part, I had all I could do to breathe, and had little energy left for thinking at all.


When we arrived at the home of the deceased Marcus Vexianus Abracius, the bier that had held his body still stood in the atrium, although Marcus himself had been cremated several days before and his ashes now rested with those of his first wife in the family mausoleum outside the gates of the city. It was during the procession to the funeral pyre that the grieving widow, while rending various garments in her agony, had declared her intention of having the son tried for murdering his father.


Quintilian began by interviewing Rufus in his windowless room beyond the kitchen, where the lad would remain, with a pair of guards at the door, until the trial. Quintilian sent a slave for a burning rush to light the two oil lamps in the room, since Rufus, naturally enough, was sitting in the dark.


The room was starkly furnished: nothing but a simple pallet, a stool, a chest for clothing, and a small altar in the corner holding a miniature portrait of a strikingly good-looking woman and some items of jewellery. The boy was about nineteen and handsome enough except for some small scars about his ears and neck. It wasn’t until he turned his face towards you that you got an eerie feeling of strange thoughts at work behind those white, sightless eyes. Or at least I did.


“You must cooperate with me and tell me the truth if I am to defend you,” Quintilian told the lad.


“It hardly matters,” Rufus answered listlessly, sitting cross-legged on his pallet by the back wall. “Whether I live or die is of little importance.”


“Did you kill your father?”


“Of course not!” Rufus turned his sightless eyes toward Quintilian. “I would not do such a thing. I honour – honoured – my father.”


“But you loved your mother?”


“I did.” He turned his face towards the small altar in the corner. “I do.”


“You disapproved of your father’s remarriage?”


“He did not seek my approval, nor would it have been my place to give it. He is paterfamilias – head of the family. I was his son.”


“Yet parricide is not unheard of in Rome,” Quintilian mused. “That’s why there is a name for it. Under Roman law children are unable to marry or conduct business without their father’s consent as long as he is alive, no matter what their age. Sons with a cruel or overbearing father, or merely anxious for their inheritance can be severely tempted to perform rash acts. It is among the most severely punished of crimes, yet it is not even uncommon.”


“I have no interest in marrying,” Rufus said, “and I conduct no business.”


“You dislike your stepmother?”


The lad shrugged. “I neither like nor dislike Madam.”


“What can you tell me of the night of the murder?”


“I slept through the night. I was awakened by rough hands grabbing at my body and Madam’s voice in the background yelling curses and imprecations. I do not know what happened or who was to blame.”


“Have you any conjectures?”


“None. My father was well liked. He did not involve himself with politics. Most murders, I believe, are political.”


“Most murders are for gain,” Quintilian told him. “Did anyone stand to gain from your father’s death?”


Rufus thought for a moment and then shook his head. “I inherit,” he said. “But father always gave me anything I asked for, so I had no need to kill him. Likewise, my stepmother gets the widow’s portion, but father never denied her requests. So, if anything, she loses by his death, since I inherit most of the estate and she cannot expect me to be so generous.”


“Well thought out,” Quintilian commended. “Then it is a mystery, isn’t it? We must continue our examination. I will get back to you.”


“As you will,” the lad agreed listlessly.


We left the room and walked down the narrow corridor which bypassed the kitchen and led directly to the inner courtyard, with one door towards the end giving into the father’s bedroom. The bloody prints of the young man’s hand – well, of someone’s hand – could be seen on the wall by the flickering light of the oil lamp. “Who uses this corridor?” Quintilian asked the young household slave who was lighting our way.


“Nobody,” she told him. “The young master used to use it to go sit in the courtyard and have the old Greek read to him. But now he doesn’t leave his room.”


“Even before he was confined to his room by the guards, he stayed there?”


“Oh, yes. He didn’t leave that room for anything. Except every evening he went down this very corridor to ask his father how the day went and whether he needed anything. His father would always say the day went well, and no, thank you, and the young master would go back to his room. He stayed in the dark. Sometimes we’d hear him talking.”


“Talking?”


“Reciting, like. ‘Tempus erat quo prima –’ ”


“Oh, yes. Virgil. From The Aeneid.” Quintilian recited in his sonorous voice: “ ‘It was the hour when the first sleep of suffering mortality begins, and, by the grace of heaven, steals on its sweetest errand of mercy.’ Schoolboy memorization, but some of it may be comforting to him.”


“That damn poem!” came a woman’s voice from behind the door to the master bedroom. The door swung open and a woman stood, one hand on her hip, the other leaning against the door, glaring at us. She was young, with long black hair and a heavily made-up face in the Greek fashion: dark-rimmed eyes and rouged cheeks, and heavy gold earrings. Too much for my taste, but beautiful nonetheless. She stared at us for a long minute, and then demanded, “Who are you?”


“Marcus Fabius Quintilianus,” Quintilian told her. “And this is my associate, Plautus Maximilianus Aureus. You must be Lucella Abracius, widow of Marcus.”


“I must,” she agreed. Then she shuddered. “Widow. I hate that word.”


He took her hand. “Madam, I regret interrupting your grief, but there are a few questions I must ask you.”


“Of course,” she said.


He did not release her hand immediately, and she did not seem eager for him to. She squeezed his hand and then put her palm up so that she was, ever so slightly, clutching his thumb. It was an erotic gesture, and she was clearly a woman who was created for erotic gestures. She couldn’t help it, it was her nature. Even I felt – well, no matter what I felt.


Quintilian looked at her hand, as though suddenly becoming aware that he had been holding it, and then released it. “You have accused your stepson of murdering your husband,” he said. “Do you have direct knowledge that he did so? Did you see him commit the murder?”


“No,” she said. “Though I slept at my husband’s side, I slept through whatever happened.” She shuddered again and backed into the room, dropping on to the bed. “You’d think that the gods would have awakened me so that I could have put my own body between Marcus and the downthrust sword.”


“Then it was a sword that killed him?”


“Yes: a military short sword. It was still in his body.”


“Was it from the house?”


“I don’t think so. I’d never seen it before.”


Quintilian entered the room after her and looked around. There were two doors, one to the corridor we had just quit and one to the courtyard. A large window, its shutters swung open, provided light and air. “I know it will be difficult for you, but if you could tell me just what happened that day, it would help.”


She sat up, her posture changing from one of invitation to one of defiance. “Help him, you mean,” she said. “I know who you are and what you are doing here.”


“Of course you do,” Quintilian told her.


She paused for a second and then shook her head. “But I suppose . . . if you could find a way to show that the boy didn’t do it, you would please the shade of my dead husband. He always liked the boy, may the gods forgive him!”


“Just tell me what happened,” Quintilian insisted softly.


“Someone – and if it wasn’t the boy I don’t see who it could have been – came into the room while we slept and drove the sword through my husband’s heart.”


“He didn’t cry out or make a sound?”


“I’m a heavy sleeper, but not that heavy. I heard nothing.”


“There was no sign of a struggle?”


“None.”


“And then?”


“And then I awoke and rose and opened the shutters. And by the morning light coming in the window I saw my husband lying dead in the bed beside where I had slept. I screamed and ran into the corridor.”


“In this very bed?”


She shook her head. “I had the bed destroyed on which the murder took place. There was too much blood.”


“So you ran into the corridor?”


“And I saw there, by the light through the open door, a bloody print of a hand on the wall. So I suppose I screamed again, and kept screaming until a couple of the slaves came. Big, brawny men who work in the garden. They had been guarding the front door that night. I had them fetch a light and we followed the hand prints back down the corridor to Rufus’s room. Then I called the city guard.”


“And you think your stepson committed this deed – murdered his father?” Quintilian asked.


The woman stared at him blankly. “What else is there to think?” she replied.


“And you’re determined to prosecute him for murder?”


“What else is there to do?”


“What indeed?” Quintilian took an oil lamp from the table and went back into the corridor to look at the hand prints. He had the slave girl hold her lamp on one side of each hand print while he held his on the other, and he peered closely at each one, making his way slowly back down the corridor. There were seven of them along the right-hand wall, where someone might have put his hand on the wall for support as he blindly staggered back to his room. Seven very well delineated prints of the same right hand – all clear and heavy with blood and pointing inexorably towards the blind boy’s room.


At one point Quintilian spotted something on the floor and bent down to examine it.


“What have you found?” I asked.


He stood up. “Wax,” he said. “Candle wax. Just a few drops. Mixed with a bit of blood, so they’re recent, unless someone else has been bleeding in the corridor.” He turned to the girl. “May I assume that these bloody hand prints are the only traces of blood that you’ve found in the corridor?”


“Oh, yes, sir,” she told him.


“At any time?”


“As far as I know, sir. Since I’ve been here, and that would be two years come the feast day of Flora this April.”


“Thank you, girl. You may lead us to the gate, now.”


And with that we went home. Titus came by the next day to see whether Quintilian would take the assignment. “I will venture it,” Quintilian told him, “but with no guarantee of success.”


“You don’t believe the lad is innocent?”


“Only the gods can determine true innocence or guilt,” Quintilian told him. “What matters to a Roman jury is the force of argument and how well presented it is. It’s just as important to keep fifty-one Roman jurors awake as it is to convince them. I will endeavour to keep them awake.”


“But what do you think? Do you believe the lad is innocent?”


Quintilian patted him on the shoulder. “What I think hardly matters. The jury decides who’s innocent and who’s guilty. The beautiful Lucella has engaged Blasus Parenas as prosecutor, and Blasus has a slippery and well oiled tongue. After he has finished greasing the jury with his well chosen words we’ll be lucky if I’m allowed to speak at all. They may all leap to their feet and acclaim the guilt of my client in a unanimous burst of enthusiasm.”


“You must have bad dreams,” Titus told him.


“When I’m trying a case I don’t permit myself to dream.”


“But is the lad guilty or isn’t he? Surely you have an opinion.”


“Oh. Your instincts were right. Rufus Abracius did not kill his father.”


“But the bloody hand prints?”


“Exactly. The bloody hand prints.”


And that was all Titus could get out of him. I, of course, did not try, curious as I was to know what my mentor had discerned, and what he thought of the case. He would merely tell me to observe and to learn. I observed, but I did not see what he saw. I learned, but he learned more. How was I ever going to be able to emulate the master when from moment to moment I had no idea of what the master was doing?


The trial commenced three weeks later. Blasus Parenas was as good as Quintilian predicted. A handsome man with long, brown hair, he wore his toga creased into precise pleats, with the end carefully folded over his arm. He called Lucella, the stepmother, as his first witness. She had arrived in a litter carried by eight porters and preceded by a centurion in full dress uniform. She showed more leg than was proper and told the jurors how she missed her husband more every day, and how sweet and good he had been, and if Rufus didn’t kill him, who could have?


Quintilian’s cross-examination was brief. “Have you ever heard Rufus Abracius say anything against his father, or speak to his father in anger?”


“Well,” the good Lucella said, trying to look as though her teeth were being pulled against her will, “since you asked – I have heard him mutter imprecations under his breath. I believe he never forgave his father for marrying me.”


“Thank you,” Quintilian said, sitting down. I looked at him with some astonishment. He never before, to my knowledge, had led a witness into giving questions harmful to his client. But he looked satisfied, and I said nothing.


Blasus then called the two gardeners who had watched the front door that night, and received agreement that they didn’t have to be questioned under torture. (The custom is dropping out of favour anyway. The Emperor himself has said that a slave under torture will say whatever the torturers want to hear, and therefore his testimony is useless.) They affirmed that no one could have got through the door without their knowing it, and that no one at all, friend or stranger, came in that night. They were also the two who rushed to Lucilla’s aid when she began screaming that morning. They testified to seeing the bloody hand prints and following them to Rufus’s chamber.


Quintilian rose in cross-examination when the second one was done. “The hand prints were easy to follow?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Good. Bold, strong hand prints, were they?”


“Yes sir?”


“And the boy, Rufus, what was he doing when you entered his room?”


“He were asleep, your honour.”


“So you had to wake him up to tell him what he did?”


“Yes, sir.”


“There was blood all over him, of course.”


“No, your honour. I didn’t see no blood.”


“Thank you. That’s all.”


Dr Heraclates, who had been treating Rufus for the past year, was the next witness. “The lad is suffering from melancholia,” he said, “brought on by the death of his mother.”


“But his mother died two years ago,” Blasus pointed out. “Surely Rufus should have got over that by now.”


“Normally yes, I would say,” Dr Heraclates said, his white Greek beard bobbing as he spoke. “But the lad and his mother were very close,”


“Ah!” Blasus adjusted his toga with his thumb and forefinger, getting the crease just so as he turned to face the jury. “You mean to say,” he asked, his hands behind his back, his face bland, “that Rufus Abracius had an unnatural” – he drawled out the word “unnatural” – “affection for his mother?”


“Well, very strong, yes.”


“Unnatural?”


“I wouldn’t go that far.”


“You don’t need to, Doctor,” Blasus said, with a wave of his arm leaving it for the jury’s imagination to go at least that far.


Then Serpo, Rufus’s own body slave, was called. Quintilian, who had been dozing, or pretending to doze, suddenly jumped to his feet. “Come now!” he thundered. “A slave cannot be called to testify against his own master. Surely my learned opponent knows that. The chairman of the court knows that. Everybody in this room” – and he waved his hand to take in the entire fifty-one jurors and the hundred or so onlookers – “knows that!”


Blasus Parenas turned to Senator Claudius Aquillus, the chairman of the court, an elderly man with a hawk nose, piercing blue eyes, and a brain like a lawbook of Roman custom and precedent, for a ruling. “Your honour?”


“He’s right, Citizen Parenas,” Chairman Claudius said. “Why should this slave be exempt from the established custom?”


“Technically, your honour, the slave was not Rufus’s property at the time in question; Rufus’s father was still alive, and so everything of which Rufus was possessed, including his slave, was, in law, his father’s property. He should not be allowed a legal defence for the crime of murdering his father that is only made possible because he murdered his father.”


“Ah, but that’s what you must prove!” Quintilian said. “Can you seek to prove that my client murdered his father by bringing in evidence that is only admissible provided that he did murder his father?”


“Interesting,” Claudius said, looking from one advocate to the other. He leaned back and pondered, closing his eyes.


After a minute he opened them to look at Blasus Parenas. “I believe that this time you’ve won your point, counsellor, by a hair. Go on with questioning the slave.”


Quintilian leaned back on the bench and smiled benignly. “There’s nothing old Claudius loves so much as a point of law,” he murmured to me. “I thought Blasus would have to work a little harder to get that in. Still it might throw him off his stride.”


“Is this slave’s testimony damaging to our client?” I asked him in an undertone.


“I don’t see how,” Quintilian murmured. “But Blasus doesn’t know that. Even now he’s wondering what question I fear his asking the little slave.”


And so it proved. Serpo said all he could say that was of interest in the first three sentences: He’d been body slave to Rufus since the lad was twelve. It was he who had warned the stepmother about the poison, since he’d followed Rufus to the Mausoleum that day and watched him clutch the small vial to his chest and occasionally raise it to his lips, and then shake his head and put it away. He had on occasion heard Rufus muttering curses that might have been directed towards his father.


Quintilian stood up and interrupted. “Those curses, you didn’t hear them clearly?”


“No, sir.”


“Could have been against his father?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Could have been against the gods who blinded him and killed his mother?”


“Yes, I suppose so, sir.”


“Could have been against himself, for being so accursed as to fail to rescue his mother?”


“Well, yes, I suppose so.”


“Could have been against the green team for losing in the chariot races that day?”


“Well –” Serpo shifted uncomfortably as the jurors chuckled.


Quintilian sat back down, and Blasus artfully ignored him and went on. He gnawed at every possible relationship that Serpo might have been privy to, convinced that there was meat in there somewhere. He came up without even a radish.


Quintilian stood again and asked, “That sword we’ve heard about; did you ever see young Rufus Abracius with a sword?”


“No, sir.”


“Did his father have any swords that you know about?”


“No, sir.”


“No, indeed, and what would he be doing with a sword?” Quintilian asked rhetorically, and sat down.


“We’ll get to the sword soon enough,” Blasus said dramatically, signalling for his next witness to come forward. This was the city guard who had come in response to the call for help from within the house. He described the scene he found there: the head of the family dead in his bed with a sword thrust deep into his chest, the weeping widow, the dazed and silent blind boy, the bloody hand prints in the corridor leading from the murder room to the boy’s room.


“And what sort of sword was it that did the deed?” Blasus demanded.


“A regulation legionnaire’s gladius. The short sword that is used by all the legions.”


“And do you have that sword with you?”


“I do.” The guard unrolled a bolt of red fabric he was carrying and revealed a plain, iron, double-edged sword, of the sort used by the regular infantry. The fore part of the blade was still crusted with the dried blood of Marcus Vexianus Abracius, and several of the jurors or audience members gasped at the sight. They had, most of them, performed military service for the State, and had seen men die before their eyes, and probably killed a few themselves. But there is a difference between battle and murder: one is sanctified by the gods, the other is a foul and cowardly act.


Blasus Parenas passed the sword around the jury and, eventually, even to the spectators. Finally, with a great sweeping gesture that fluttered his toga, he handed it to Quintilian. Then he turned back to the jury and, pacing from side to side in front of them with a deliberate gait, began his summation.


In the best tradition of the Roman prosecutor, Parenas went on for hours, and he had no trouble keeping the jurors awake. He began by drawing a word-portrait of the murdered Marcus: what a fine husband and father he had been, what a prince of an employer, what a noble Roman, with all the virtues that Rome looks for in her citizens. And then on to the most important thing in a murder trial: motive. Unless the speaker can convince the jury that the defendant wanted to kill the victim, it’s hard to convince them that he did kill the victim. And oh how Rufus wanted to kill his father, according to Blasus: “And then a worm grew slowly inside him: the worm of hate. He hated his father as the cause of his blindness; he hated his father because, in saving him first from the fire, he failed to save his beloved mother. Perhaps too beloved, but we’ll let that pass.”


Blasus trotted out all the usual reasons why a son might murder his father, and added a few of his own: Rufus was angry that his father remarried, thus dishonouring his mother’s memory. Rufus was secretly in love with his stepmother and jealous of his father. Marcus Vexianus Abracius had been a rich and successful man; Rufus was jealous of the success, and wanted to inherit his father’s money and be free of his father’s stifling influence. Free to do what, Blasus didn’t say.


“And all these,” Blasus intoned, “finally came together in the disturbed mind of this poor boy one night a month ago when he took the sword that he had been hiding – possibly under his bed so he could reach down and feel the strength of the blade, the sharpness of the edge – and determined to strike, strike, strike! And cut down his father while the man slept – slept peacefully, expecting no harm, next to his loving wife.”


Now we were getting to it: the murder itself. The coughing and fidgeting among the jurors ceased, and they listened intently.


“Picture the scene,” Blasus told them. “In the dead of night, the only time when a blind man can successfully hope to commit such a dastardly crime, Marcus’s son leaves his room and creeps down the hall, sword in hand. He enters the bedroom where his father and stepmother are sleeping and – with one well aimed thrust – stabs his father through the heart!” Here Blasus mimed a well aimed thrust, and some in the audience shivered.


“And then young Rufus staggers back to his room, blindly leaving behind him the blood-red hand print of a murderer – not once but seven times – along the wall of the corridor.”


Blasus raised his hands to the heavens. “Perhaps it was the gods that caused him to leave behind these bloody markers.” Blasus dropped his hands sadly to his sides. “Perhaps, after his dreadful deed, the lad wanted to be caught. Who can say? But no one can deny his guilt – it is marked by his own hand on the corridor wall – and marked, and marked, and marked, and marked.” And Blasus sat down.


After a suitable pause Quintilian rose and faced the jury. “Honourable Romans,” he began, “I stand before you, charged with the task of defending a young blind boy of impeccable character who has been accused of murder – and the most foul murder imaginable at that: the murder of his own father.


“I have heard speculation as to how I am going to plead this unfortunate lad’s case.” Quintilian raised his right hand, palm upraised, in supplication to the jurors. “I could beg for the court’s mercy because the boy is blind and an orphan. I could attempt to convince you that he was driven mad with grief, and is therefore not responsible for his actions. I could speak to you of his heroism in saving his father from a terrible fire, and losing his eyesight in the attempt to save his mother. I could somehow try to justify this horrible crime.” He lowered his hand.


“But there is no justification for such a horrible crime. And, thanks to the gods who have opened my eyes to the truth, I do not have to attempt such a hopeless task. The fact is, as I will prove to you by the evidence we have already heard and about which there is no dispute, Rufus Abracius is innocent of the charge.” Quintilian moved over to stand next to his client, and put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “He did not murder his father.”


There was a murmur from the jurors. The chairman of the court turned to glare them into silence, and then nodded at Quintilian to continue.


Quintilian gave the jurors a word-picture of the life of Marcus Vexianus Abracius, his first wife and their son in the days before the fire, showing what a close and loving family they were. Then he spoke of Rufus’s double tragedy of losing his mother and his eyesight. “Even though it was not his fault,” Quintilian told them, “the guilt and remorse he felt overwhelmed him. Yes, he loved his mother, just as you and I love our mothers. We have no need to look to Oedipus for an explanation.” He looked slowly around at the jurors. “Consider this my friends: How would you like to be on trial for something – anything, it doesn’t matter what – and have some unctuous prosecutor tell the jury that your love for your mother was ‘unnatural’? Bah! We will speak no more about it.”


Quintilian then verbally took the jurors along to watch sympathetically as Rufus retired to his room after the fire, to spend his days in darkness and in pain. Slowly he brought them along when Rufus suffered the new shock of his father’s remarriage. “Rufus was still clinging to the ghost of his mother,” he told them, “when his father gave it up for a new love.” Rufus moved his bedroom further away from his father’s so he would not have to listen to the endearments his father whispered to someone who was not his mother. But he didn’t resent his father’s new happiness, he merely didn’t want to have to deal with it. “A deceased wife,” Quintilian said, “no matter how well loved, will make way in the mind for a new wife; replaced but not supplanted, the new love separate from the old. But a mother cannot be replaced.”


After a short pause, Quintilian continued, “There is the vial of poison we have heard about. You all heard Serpo’s description of Rufus’s actions at his mother’s tomb. Can any of you doubt that what was on his mind was suicide? Not the actions of an untroubled mind, perhaps, but hardly the equivalent of murder. We will speak no more about it.”


Now Quintilian reached down and picked up the sword Blasus had passed to him earlier and held it flat out before the jurors. “We have been told this is the murder weapon, my friends. A good, honest Roman gladius. Perhaps it is, perhaps it isn’t. But if so, and if Rufus is the murderer, then where did he hide it before the murder? For he must have had it for a long time; he hadn’t been away from his room, other than briefly, for months. And those times he did leave his room, his faithful body slave Serpo went with him. Even when he didn’t want Serpo along, even when he didn’t know Serpo was following him, Serpo was there. But Serpo never saw Rufus with a sword. Did you, Serpo?” he looked out into the audience, where Serpo might be standing, and then looked back. “And so blind Rufus must have hidden the sword, and he must have hidden it well.”


Quintilian suddenly raised both the sword above his head with both hands. “Close your eyes!” he commanded. “All of you, close your eyes. Now you are blind – only for the moment, fortunately. Now you must go to some place in your house, with family, servants and slaves all about, and hide a sword. Make sure no one sees you, even though you’re blind and cannot tell who might be watching. Where will you put it? Under your bed, as Blasus would have it? And will the slave who makes up your bed not see it? And remember, at some future time you’re going to have to come to this hiding place, wherever it is, and remove the weapon, in stealth and silence and unobserved. But are you unobserved? Can you be sure?”


Quintilian lowered the sword. I made a slight noise as I reached for a fresh tablet to continue taking down his words, and he looked crossly at me. Then he returned his gaze to the jurors. “Let us look at the story of this crime as presented by my good friend Blasus Parenas,” he told them. “He would have it that young Rufus rose from his bed in the middle of the night and retrieved the gladius from whatever secret location he had placed it, unobserved. Then he crept down the corridor and opened the door to his father’s room. Had his father been awake and cried, ‘Why Rufus, what are you doing with that sword?’ what would he have replied, do you suppose?


“And then perhaps the strangest act of all. Blind Rufus goes to his father’s side and, with one unerring thrust, drives the point of the sword cleanly between the second and third rib and into his father’s heart. There were no hesitation marks on the body, no secondary cuts, just the one clean thrust. How many among you, sighted men, trained soldiers many of you, could have done as well? Indeed this Rufus is a paragon.”


Quintilian lowered his voice dramatically and leaned forward. “No, I was mistaken, there was one thing stranger – so strange indeed as to have been impossible. The bloody hand prints – the hand prints that were meant to convince all of my clients guilt, to secure his conviction before this court – could not have been created as we are supposed to believe they were created.


“The noble Blasus has left a picture in our minds of Rufus, fresh from murdering his father, staggering back to his room and leaving a bloody hand print here, and a bloody hand print there, seven in all, as the unwitting signature of his guilt. But this was a corridor that Rufus was intimately familiar with; he walked it daily. He had no need to feel his way along.” Quintilian pointed a lecturing finger at the jurors. “Consider: would a man who, although blind, could thrust a sword cleanly between two ribs and into the heart have to feel his way along a familiar corridor?


“But, unlikely as it might be, I suppose it is possible. And I promised you a sight of the impossible. Well, you shall have it. Each of those prints on the corridor wall, as you have heard them described, as I myself have seen them, is from a hand freshly dipped in blood. It is a complete, whole, and damning print. But it does not damn Rufus Abracius. It is impossible for young Rufus to have made those prints. Blood does not behave that way.”


Quintilian paused and looked over his audience. “Many of you are familiar, perhaps all too familiar, with the behaviour of fresh blood. It would not stay on the hand to be impressed, time after time, to form a detailed image. The first one” – he pressed his hand against an imaginary wall – “would be clear. And perhaps the second. But by the third” – again his hand went up and pressed the air, and the jurors watched carefully – “there would be less blood, and the print would be less distinct. And by the fourth, and fifth, and sixth, the print would diminish and diminish and diminish, until by the seventh it would be scarcely visible at all.”


He lowered his hand. “No, my friends, those prints were made by someone who was unfamiliar with the action of blood. Someone who wanted Rufus to get the blame for her acts.” He turned to face the widow Lucilla. “Yes, madam, I speak of you. For you murdered your own husband, and contrived for his son – his poor blind son – to get the blame. No one else could have, and no one else had the motive. Who helped you? Who procured the sword? Was it that handsome centurion who sits by your side? Has he been your lover while you were married to Marcus Vexianus Abracius, a tiresome old man twenty years your senior?”


The centurion leaped to his feet, his face red, and clutched the hilt of his sword. Then he looked around and gulped and sat back down.


“Your motive, madam? Your stepson told me without knowing he did. When your husband dies you get only the widow’s portion, and Rufus gets the rest – unless Rufus is found guilty of his father’s murder and exiled or executed. Then he cannot inherit, and you get it all. So you had a double scheme all along: murder the father and blame the son.”


Lucilla stared stolidly at him across the rows of spectators and said nothing.


“And the sword, madam. Was he really killed with that sword? Or was it picked as a man’s weapon, one that would not cause anyone to think of you? Did you kill him with a knife first? I rather think you did: a long, slender knife. And then you thrust the sword in the gaping wound; enlarging it so you could get enough blood to make those damning hand prints. And they are damning, madam, they truly are. For they are the prints of a small hand – the hand of Rufus, or the hand of Lucilla. And, as they were made on purpose to point to Rufus, we must assume they were made by Lucilla. What do you say, madam?”


She said nothing.


Quintilian turned back to the jurors. “It is not my task here to prove this lady’s guilt, only to establish my client’s innocence. And I believe I have done that.”
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