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This book


What would Rome have been  if Julius Caesar had put his genius into the service of technology instead of war? 

WINNER OF MAJOR ITALIAN AWARDS OF THE SF FIELD

44 B.C.. Rome is the capital of the civilized world, its hegemony stretching from the Ocean to Asia, from Gaul to Egypt. No army can stand against the might of the Roman legions and their guns… Motor chariots speed through the streets, steam trains connect the remotest provinces to the Eternal City. The architect of these conquests has a name: Gaius Julius Caesar, the brilliant scientist and entrepreneur who, forced by Sulla to abandon his political and military career, devoted all his ingenuity to science and its technical application…

But far away, beyond the dark and boundless night of space, an aged and dying Race peers, with mute hostility and envy, at planet Earth, scrutinizes Rome and its conquests… From their barren and arid world, buffeted by winds and storms and shaken by earthquakes, alien beings watch, with unmoving hatred, who has what they can no longer have… They see humans grow and multiply, tame animals and cultivate the land… And then they mine coal, ply the seas with motor ships and the earth with mechanical vehicles. And they make a decision: it is necessary to stop the earthlings before they become too dangerous.

It is necessary to destroy Rome.
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Prologue

Beyond the dark limitless night of space an alien Race, ancient and dying, observed our planet and its inhabitants with mute hostility. In the past they have had what we have now, a flourishing world, full of a multitude of life forms, but that is all over for them now. Time has transformed their planet into a bare dry desert, whipped by winds and storms and shaken by earthquakes.

In the past they were what we are now, a young enthusiastic Race, inexpert but full of energy, curiosity and fire. Now though they are old and barren like their world, slaves to the contemplation of their past.

With immutable hate they watch a species who have what they no longer possess and cannot hope to regain. Thanks to the strength of their envy their eyes reach across the distances dividing us, penetrating clouds and air to examine what humanity is doing with greedy concentration.

They see man multiply and gain knowledge, domesticate and raise animals, farm the land, build large stone buildings and wooden ships. They laugh with malignant joy at humanity’s backwardness, they have nothing in comparison with the conquests of their glorious past.

Then one day they realise with dark amazement that humanity is starting to mine coal and iron from the ground, darkening the blue sky with thick smoke from chimneys, and they see the ships ploughing the waves propelled by something other than just oars.

They realise that mankind is running ahead fast, too fast, along the road that leads to the power they had and lost, and this knowledge feeds the anger in their hearts exponentially.

This hate and envy fester ever more strongly in their cold souls abandoned by any warmer sentiment, and nothing can hold them back. They decide to punish mankind’s vain ambitions, daring to follow along paths they had discovered so long ago. With dark malice they decide to do everything in their power to destroy the place where it all started.

They know they cannot destroy the whole of mankind, they no longer have enough power to reach such a terrible goal. However they also know that the new direction taken by mankind is fragile, and its progress vulnerable.

Hate gives them the energy and will they thought they had lost millennia before. In a frenzy of exaltation they become active again in a way they have not experienced since far-off times, to clip the wings of the young Race and its ambitions, a Race they envy, and deep down inside, fear.

So in a miserable parody of the power they had once possessed they prepare their messengers of death, perfecting with great care the gift their Race, now only capable of malign envy, intends to unleash on its unaware successors.

They study their twisted donation with great attention because they have so little energy left and have to make the most of what they have. When the most opportune moment comes they launch their malicious strike towards Earth.

These gifts of death leave the Red Planet and cross space and the eternal vacuum without being corrupted by it. The beings sending them know the hidden dangers of interplanetary travel all too well, in the past they dominated this emptiness.

The ancient Race is still capable of performing the calculations correctly and its messengers of hate finally reach our planet, crossing the skies of an ingenuous world unaware of the danger they represent inhabited as it is by a young Race full of hope for the future.

Their malignant gifts cross the Earth’s skies like balls of fire, their residual speed so high their passing is noisier than thunder. People raise their eyes to the sky in amazement, sending reverent prayers to the thousands of different gods they worship and believe populate the heavens. With superstitious fear they ask themselves what the thunder without lightning and balls of fire crossing the skies are.

They are the death of mankind, and now they are here.
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	When Sulla came to power he couldn’t separate Caesar, with either flattery or threats, from Cornelia, the daughter of Cinna who had been the dictator. Caesar was hostile to Sulla because he belonged to Marius’s family, indeed, Marius the elder had married Julia, Caesar’s father’s sister, with whom he had a child, Marius the younger, Caesar’s cousin. At the start Sulla, busy with his massacres, had had no time for Caesar. Later on Sulla considered having the boy put to death, others opposed him saying it was not worth the trouble it would cost him to have a boy that age executed; Sulla replied they were witless if they couldn’t see many Marios in this young man. However in the end he decided to spare Caesar, exiling him instead from Rome, forbidding him fire and water.

	Plutarch, Life of Caesar



Baia, seven days to the Calends of March

Dear Papa

I have only just arrived at our villa in Baia and I’m already writing to you. You, who have so many things to do, will certainly think your daughter is really annoying! Still I can’t help myself from writing, and while the slaves sort out our luggage I am already here dictating the first letter to my dearest father. Aren’t I an affectionate daughter? I can see you in my mind’s eye as you, as busy as ever dealing with ten other matters, read this letter, an ironic little smile curling your lips…

I do however have a good reason for disturbing you, perhaps you want to know how our journey was given that we used the new locomotives that have just been introduced on the Via Appia Nova line. And who built these new locomotives? My ingenious father of course!

What huge monsters papa! I have to tell you papa when these huge dark carriages come into the station without being pulled by animals but puffing and throwing out smelly smoke from their smokestacks there is not a single person either Roman or foreigner who can hold back a shiver. What magic is this, is what I’m sure they are all thinking. We know it is science and not magic because you have explained it to us so many times, but our past conditioning is sometimes still very strong.

We manage to overcome it though, because each one of us, though maybe with a little hesitation, gets into the carriage and waits for the whistle signalling our departure, and then we all enjoy watching the landscape whizz past faster than the fastest and wildest of galloping horses. Trains are so comfortable too!

Just think, some of the older women who travelled with me today, Crassus and Cicero’s wives for example, still remember when they had to endure an interminable and uncomfortable journey in litters lasting for days to get to their villas in Campania, having to ask friends to put them up for the night along the way, and maybe when they finally got to their home finding no one had been warned of their arrival. How hard life was until a few decades ago, how much has changed for the better thanks to my father!

Now we can send a telegram the day before, board a train at Julia Station in the morning and by evening already be in Baia with a warm bath to greet us (which is what the slaves are preparing for me right now so I’d better hurry!). I know I don’t have to explain all this to you, it all exists thanks to you, but I still like to.

Of course, since you always want to know the truth I can’t hide from you that someone still has cause for complaint. I am speaking, of course, about dear Terentia, we had to bear her complaining for the whole journey: the locomotives puff and make an irritating noise, scaring the animals so their milk and eggs aren’t as flavoursome as they used to be; the skies above Rome which had been so clear and clean are now clouded with the smoke issuing from the tall chimneys; the domestic coal fired boilers create soot which gets everywhere and is impossible to clean, and so on and so on. She even complained about the fact that on the road to Baia, crossing the Campania countryside you no longer see peasants in the fields singing their songs while they work, but only the new mechanical threshing machines! You know all too well what Cicero’s wife is like: a dear lady, a true pillar of mos maiorum, but her main source of amusement is complaint, even if there is nothing wrong she can invent something merely to be contradictory. The other ladies travelling in my compartment confined themselves to listening to her grumbling with condescending smiles until Crassus’s wife said to her

“Dearest Terentia, if you find the train so uncomfortable why didn’t you arrange to travel by litter, like we used to?”

We all sniggered and poor Terentia went suddenly quiet as if hit by a bolt of lightning! It was so funny papa!

Talking about thunder and lightning, what are people in Rome saying about those loud bangs we heard this morning just as we were leaving? It was a calm day, not a cloud in the sky, they can’t have been peals of thunder, even if that’s what it sounded like. Then, immediately afterwards, those glowing balls in the sky that looked like they were falling to the south heading straight for the ground. Thunder and lightning, but no storm. Such a strange phenomenon, don’t you think? How scared the animals were! The dogs set to barking, the sheep bleated and the oxen lowed in their panic. What a concert they performed!

The bangs sounded like cannon shots! In fact some of the people waiting for the train at Julia Station jumped to the conclusion:

“It’s probably the Magister testing some new piece of artillery.”

Is that what it was, papa, a new more powerful cannon for our legions? Or was it a natural phenomenon you are already investigating with your usual insatiable curiosity?

I’ll spare you the comments I overheard some of the more superstitious women murmuring while we waited for our train to leave because I know how little you like these things. People started muttering about Jupiter Optimus Maximus’ anger at all the many changes of our times and other such foolishness. I can just imagine how you would have shut them up! I still remember the time you put that Syriac priest to shame. He was saying the eclipse of the sun was a divine punishment meted out by his God (El-gabal, he and his god shared the same name, didn’t they?), you fixed him in that famous disapproving stare of yours that makes even Roman senators tremble, then you picked a stone up and held it between him and the sun.

“If this tiny pebble can cover the sun, imagine what the moon, which is so much bigger and closer to the sun can do. The ire of your god has nothing to do with it!”

Remember how upset he was?

So, I started writing this letter because I wanted to tell you about how comfortable it is travelling in your new carriages with their padded seats instead of the old uncomfortable wooden ones, how fast the new locomotives are, how the problems with the brakes that pestered the old model have been resolved, how everyone is happy with the new railways, but instead I’ve written a confused letter, the opposite of how you like them, and now the slaves are telling me my bath is hot and I have to go! How irritating! I’ll just have to tell you everything properly in my next letter, tomorrow.

Anyway my papa knows he is always in my thoughts. Send my love to Publius Licinius, he is always in my thoughts too, naturally. Tell him I’ll write to him too soon.

And don’t forget to send my love to Servilia and Gaius Junianus.

Your

Julia

Rome, five days to the Calends of March

Salve dear Magister,

It is general opinion, and one I am in agreement with, that there is nothing important, noble, or civil in the world that is not discussed in the Roman Senate where conscripted fathers, children of the men who conquered Italy and vanquished the Punics in the largest war in all history, pacified a Greece stricken by civil unrest, threw out the vile Syriacs and Parthians thanks to the power of Rome’s legions, descended from men who with their noble souls and great ingenuity would anywhere else have been kings but who in Rome are not, men who are nit resigned to but glory in being equals amongst equals and discussing worldly matters with their peers in order to make decisions concerning the future of the world.

It is just as common an opinion, I find myself in agreement with this one too, that it is a heavy weight to participate in these discussions and feel oneself an emulator of Gaius Fabricius who refused Pyrrhus’ corruption, of Atilius Regulus who to maintain his word suffered great torment in Carthage, Fabius Maximus who with his courage and the strength of the military saved Rome from danger, of Scipio the African who defeated the invincible Hannibal, and even Scipio the Younger, the prince who governed Rome with great wisdom.

My friend, you can well imagine my pride that I, son of the honest but humble Arpinum, a homo novus rank I have reached thanks only to the force of my own ingenuity, always nourish when I participate in the meetings of the Senate and when I am honoured by other senators not only as a consul, as is my right, but also as Pater Patriae, a title conferred on me as everyone knows by general consent inasmuch as it was I who saved Rome from Catiline’s folly.

However the deep dejection I feel when I participate in meetings where a Senator, of nobler lineage than I, who I admire for his devotion to mos maiorum and the nobility of his soul, stands up in front of every member of the senate to unjustly accuse a benefactor of the human race such as you, who are as everyone knows the man who with his ingenuity has taken us to heights we never even dreamed of reaching!

I want to talk to you, my good and generous friend, about this and you must forgive me the short preamble I felt the need to start this letter with and because I know well how dear you so rightly hold handsome letters and the muses, to whom you dedicate your sleepless nights, but urgency makes it necessary for you to have my report concerning what happened today in the Senate as soon as possible, so I cannot dedicate myself to embellishing my concepts with the adornments your good taste deserves.

So then, you must know that today, as soon as the meeting began, the consul whose turn it was to preside, Gaius Claudius Marcellus, who as you know is not one of your greatest admirers, told us senator Marcus Porcius Cato had decided to address the assembly even though a contribution from him was not on the agenda and such an intention took many by surprise and caused others to be suspicious about what was about to unfold. I do not say this out of disdain towards Cato’s oratory art because, though so very different from my preferred style, he possesses and is master of a powerful and virile eloquence thick with Stoic philosophy, and though bare and unadorned, or maybe due to this, greatly effective.

It was not therefore for fear that his oratory performance would not be worthy of the dignity of the assembly and the prestige of the audience that many listeners welcomed the announcement with suspicion, but because they had an inkling of the target Cato was to lash with his undisguised darts, and what success a speech of such inclinations might have.

Their suspicions proved well justified, never before having been more accurate.

Indeed, when it was Cato’s turn to speak he, as is his custom, fixed all those present with his frowning stare and then started his speech evoking the ancient healthy and virile customs of our fathers’ fathers. Those were the days when there was morality and mos maiorum was respected: men rose at dawn and went to bed at sunset after having tended their fields, maybe only small patches of land, with plough and oxen and only a few slaves; their womenfolk spent their time weaving rough but genuine clothes; there were no luxuries ostentation or immodesty, to the point where his illustrious ancestor Cato, when executing the role of censor, expelled a nobleman who had taken the liberty of kissing his own wife in public from the Senate, and also another who owned silver tableware; children feared and respected their parents because they knew that a lashing, if not death, was the punishment for a lack of discipline, if children were treated like this, slaves were governed with even greater severity; everyone feared and scorned change and only honoured traditions handed down by their ancestors, and every Roman citizen was as much a farmer as a legionary and in times of need could, to defend the nation, Lares, and Penates, not forgetting the family and their land, take up pilum and gladius and become part of a cohort in which the strength of the group was created by the iron will of each man, like a fist’s power is proportionately greater the tighter its fingers are clenched. This was Rome, this was the Republic, this the virtue that enabled our fathers to deserve becoming the rulers of the world, he exclaimed raising his voice.

He went on to describe the situation in the present day, with much darker colours. Romans no longer respect nature’s rhythms, not only because the new lamps make it possible to have light all through the night but also because the new factories and the mines work all year round: they don’t follow the cycles of sowing and harvesting, they no longer need oxen or slaves for tending the land because they possess noisy smelly machines to carry out the heaviest tasks. Thanks to the frequency of trade, aided by the railways and the steam ships and the money they have, they can buy more exotic food and drink from all over the world, neglecting the good old healthy foods. Their wives no longer sit at their looms because their clothes are produced on mechanical apparatus and are all the same, without virtue or value.

“Except yours Cato. You are the only man in Rome who still forces his wife to weave like our grandmothers did!” Someone interrupted him.

“That’s true, and I am proud of it,” he answered back, showing off his toga made of rough fabric with smugly, “because I believe it is immoral to change a custom that has made Rome great simply to make life easier for our wives.”

I won’t pretend this answer, ready on the lips of a man not known for his quick wit, didn’t give him success and appreciation in the auditorium, to the point where I even suspected that Cato, despite being a man of shining morality, might have sunk to using the tricks of the old-time orators and arranged this interruption with his heckler in advance.

Recovering from this interruption however the orator went back to listing the vices of our world today, you can well imagine, my friend, what he said. Many Romans, taken by machines from healthy outdoor labour, dedicate their lives to vice or, if they don’t have enough money to indulge themselves, they earn it by working humbly in the factories carrying out the work of slaves thereby demeaning their dignity rather than remaining faithful clients of their noble lords as tradition dictates. Furthermore, in this way they produce smoke and stink making the air noxious and darkening the skies of Rome which were once clear and perfumed. Roman children are no longer taught the traditional Republican values by their parents, instead they go to schools where they too learn to do lowly tasks, thus preparing themselves to be not the free citizens of the Republic but the subjects of a slithering tyranny. These Romans who no longer conduct a healthy life in the fields, but live by night or work like slaves in the factories no longer honour our ancient customs, instead they wait with bated breath for every new innovation, hoping for inventions that will ease their labours too.

These Romans with their corrupted souls cannot possibly be capable of standing firm in the face of the enemy in tightknit cohorts, thus they are forced to resort to vile and dishonourable artifice, striking the enemy from a distance, denying the possibility of defence: rifles and cannons, weapons, as everyone knows, that have always been forbidden by the rights of the people. Our Rome, our city, once the most beautiful in the world, is no longer surrounded by fertile fields ready for planting but horrible gloomy buildings where the clanging of metal can be heard day and night, from which smoke billows and ever more new machines roll out.

After finishing his list of ills and disaster, almost as though Rome were not the mistress of the world but Troy conquered by Agamemnon, Cato, increasingly surly and irate, moved on, it pains me even to remember it but I certainly can’t hide it from you who love precise and accurate descriptions, to indicating the person responsible for all this iniquity.

Who is in fact the man who has caused so much dishonour and immorality in Rome and in the Republic? He asked in grand rhetorical style. Who is the father of the res novae that are eroding our ancient virtues if not the inventor of the steam engines driving the trains, the mechanical threshing machines and other inventions for agriculture that have made manual cultivation obsolete, the gas lamps, the rifles and the cannons and so many more new contraptions, all aimed at dismantling the mos maiorum?

Who, if not the nephew of the man who a generation ago nearly destroyed the Republic by leading a band of slaves and marauders against Rome, conducting a massacre, incited by envy, of the components of our most illustrious families, bringing the rule of terror and death to the city. Who, if not he who was exiled by Sulla, aware of the dangers represented by that young man, slave to oriental luxuries unworthy of the priesthood of Jupiter his uncle, to make fun of the gods and of men, had given him while he was an infant?

Who if not he who after being banished from Rome dedicated himself to activities shameful for a true Roman patrician, he who dirtied his hands with machinery and manual labour and gained his right to return to Rome by means of a license conceded by an over generous Lex Didia, and perhaps thanks to the corruption his well-lined pockets have permitted him?

Who, if not the man who on returning to Rome instead of dedicating his energies to presenting a cursus honorum application which though late could have led to him holding a respectable position, due to the hate he nurtures for the Republic refused that which is honourable for every noble Roman and in his arrogance preferred to follow a completely new path continuing to concentrate on experiments, inventions, and trading unacceptable for a Roman of noble origins who has now also adopted the absurd and dishonourable nickname Machinarum Magister?

After having unleashed such a formidable list of invective that left many speechless with its violence but also the sincerity and conviction it was full of, Cato finished by asserting that it has always been the Senate’s job to defend Rome and the mos maiorum not only from outside threats but also and even more so from internal ones. This is what the Senate has always done every time a Roman aspired to tyranny, he said, and went over the historical examples of such interventions to this end starting from the times of Brutus and Collatinus, of Spurius Cassius and Spurius Melios and continuing to the examples of the Gracchi, Saturninus, Lepidus and Catiline. I am sure I don’t have to tell you who know Roman history so well, the fate each of the aspiring tyrants cited by Cato: they were all killed.

This, he said again, was how the senators had to proceed now to demonstrate being worthy of their fathers now that a new tyrant driven by machines and money threatens the mos maiorum more than it ever has been threatened before. In order that what he had proposed the Senate should do to fulfil its duties could be properly reflected upon by all its members, he reserved the right to speak at a subsequent meeting with our consent.

At this point the consul closed the meeting and invited everyone present to carefully consider Cato’s words, which he, for his part, shared completely and adopted as his own.

You my friend love the truth, I know this well, and expect sincerity from me even though sometimes politeness and courtesy require me to do a wrong to truth in the name of friendship, almost in contradiction of old Aristotle. So I will not hide from you what I really think: Cato’s speech made a huge impression on all the senators. I truly fear, with great regret, he managed to convince the majority of the justness of his arguments, and I strongly doubt your friends in the Senate, of who I am honoured to be a member, will be able to turn the situation around in favour of your interests.

I don’t know, Magister, what measures Cato, with the support of the consuls and optimates intends to propose against you and your res novae. However, I am afraid, as much as it pains me to say so, that whatever these measures may be, and even if they turn out to be excessively severe on you, the Senate will approve them, despite the best efforts your old friend, myself, with all his eloquence and dignity, and you well know how important both are, to prevent this happening.

I remain your humble friend,

Marcus Tullius Cicero

Rome, four days to the Calends of March

Magister,

I am writing to give you a quick report about the latest request I have received by letter from Cicero.

His style is as always pompous and long-winded so knowing you don’t have time to waste I will sum it up for you.

Your friend spends time saying how much esteem and affection he feels for you and how this prevents him from disturbing you too often – you who are so busy – with low matters (instead he disturbs me with low matters such as requests for money as if he thinks I have nothing else to do).

He summarises the content of Cato’s latest speech to the Senate, which by the way all Rome is talking about and knows by heart at this point. He also says that according to him the majority of the Senate is with Cato and against you (from what I hear the whole of Rome is of the same opinion).

He takes care to repeat that he will always be on your side whatever happens even though it is very hard for him to speak out against the opinions of noblemen he admires and so on.

Then he suddenly turns to his family problems: Terentia is increasingly shrewish and pretentious, it is getting hard to live with her (has it ever not been difficult to live with Terentia I wonder? But everyone knows he married her for her money.) The most recent crisis has been caused by Terentia wanting to enlarge and make improvements on their villa in Campania and good old Cicero can’t afford to.

He takes time to detail his current financial problems with which I have no intention of boring you. What I will tell you though is that his affairs are not at all healthy, partly because despite Pomponius Atticus’ and my advice he insisted on speculating too much money in some unsound investments.

To summarise, he wrote to me to ask for money from you.

Magister, I know you like this silly and presumptuous yokel for reasons that are frankly a mystery to me but which I attribute to your obsession  with scholars, and that you have already generously helped him in the past as you have so many people.

You are probably expecting your manager, known for his miserliness as I am, to advise you to give a negative reply as I usually do when people ask you for money, though usually I am ignored. This time I suggest the opposite.

We both know Cicero is not on your side because he shares your ideas but only because, to be brutally honest, you have paid for his tongue with its weight in gold (actually you have spent more than his whole bodyweight in gold on him).

At a time when your interests are being attacked in the Senate we need the help of all the supporters possible. Even Cicero’s support for what it’s worth.

My advice then is this: give him as much as he asks for.

Salve,

Gaius Matius

Notes for a biography of Caesar

By Apollodorus Siculus

The first time I saw Gaius Julius Caesar was in Alexandria.

At the time I ran the family warehouse, it was quite a profitable business because Alexandria was then, before the arrival of the steam ships, the Mediterranean’s main port. My warehouse was little more than a storeroom where goods from the east Mediterranean, Arabia, Persia and India were gathered together. It was a place where money ran in rivers which with the help of my faithful slaves I attempted to manage. Truth be told they did nearly all the work and I was left to myself to get bored.

I was young and frustrated because my responsibilities required more diligence than initiative and I was a hot blooded young lad who dreamed of having great adventures, not a life as head book keeper, however rich and respected. The idea of spending my life checking the company books or counting sacks of spices from India filled me with horror.

Caesar came to the warehouse early one morning. We had just opened so there were no customers yet. For some reason it is clear in my mind that that day we were waiting for a ship on its way from the Bosphorous. I can also remember perfectly well what he was wearing: a Roman toga. He never wore anything else, but he had a touch of shabby Oriental elegance that made him shine, like a solitary star twinkling in a dark sky. He was completely different from the other Romans who generally dressed with a complete lack of taste.

“You are Apollodorus Siculus, aren’t you?” He asked me in perfect Greek, even better than my own. He has always had a great talent for languages. “I have heard about you.”

Naturally I had heard about him too. Who in Alexandria had not heard about the young Roman patrician exiled by Sulla the dictator who people said was in fact scared of him? Mainly though everyone talked about the standard of living the young man had adopted in Alexandria: people said he had no money whatsoever but he still led the life of a nobleman, spending generously as if money were no object, and accounts never had to be squared. In my circle, as a merchant such an attitude was not looked on with indulgence: I too had known young noblemen of that sort, spoiled wastrels only capable of spending money they had no idea how to earn and for which they had no regard.

Nevertheless there was no one in Alexandria’s “in” set who had not heard this elegant fop, this art collector, this exquisite and amusing conversationalist, this life and soul of any party, this unrivalled spendthrift who answered to the name of Julius Caesar, spoken of with affection.

“My name is Gaius Julius Caesar,” he said.

I nodded. I had recognised him immediately because even his appearance was well known, yet he seemed different to how I had heard him described. As a young man Caesar was very handsome: his face taut and already authoritative, he had elegantly pale skin, an aquiline nose, hair tending towards blonde, not thick but tastefully combed, and a tall slim build, all serving to make him stand out even in Alexandria, the multi-ethnic city par excellence. I recognised him from the descriptions I had heard but I also saw much more in him. From a young age Caesar always appeared to be driven by an indomitable irrepressible energy with complete self-confidence and self-control making everything he asked for an order it was impossible not to obey. His eyes are light and luminous…curious, ironic, full of unlimited intelligence. As soon as I saw him I fell in love with him.

Here however I must digress. Despite what has been said since and was already being whispered then, Caesar loves women, not men. The gossip saying he had a number of men amongst his lovers is definitely false, and this from me an illuminated Greek who sees nothing wrong in a man loving a man, indeed I cannot understand the Roman disdain for the idea. I think the root of the rumours lies partly in the maliciousness of his enemies and partly that in his virility, and Caesar is without doubt the most virile man I have ever known, there is also a level of feminine refinement typical of very handsome men. However he definitely loves women and he has had more than anyone else I know because all women are attracted to him like iron to a magnet and are unable to resist him. Now Caesar sometimes jokes about these rumours saying he is homosexual, but as a young man he was very hurt by them, and, being as he is Roman right down to sharing the same prejudices, I believe they still wound him despite the fact he hides it very well.

As far as I’m concerned, as a good Greek I believe real men should naturally take pleasure from other men, not women, who are only there for procreation. I saw immediately that my love for Caesar was a thing without hope and in that brief moment when our eyes met for the first time I decided if I couldn’t love him I would at least serve him for the rest of my days.

However, these are supposed to be notes for a biography of Caesar, not my autobiography, so I would do better to get back to the point and our first meeting.

He looked around him. The warehouse was full of goods of all different kinds of the most precious sort. I saw his eyes light up, not with greed, with curiosity. Then he shook his head like someone forcing themselves to get back to business.

“I need help Apollodorus,” he said with the tone of someone who thinks helping them is the biggest honour a person could have. He watched me with the relaxed air of a man who was completely at his ease.

“Yes Caesar,” I answered. I was holding a parchment listing the cargo of the ship I was waiting for. I put it down, completely forgetting about the ship and its load. In that instant, if he had asked me to give him my business I would have done so without a moment’s hesitation. He has this ability to earn men’s devotion immediately, and he uses it without scruple.

I accompanied him into my office out of earshot of gossiping of slaves. My unexpected guest sat down without hesitation on the best chair, the one I usually used, leaving me to sit on the stool facing him.

“I am being followed by a number of men,” he explained seemingly unconcerned. He saw my worry and reassured me “Don’t worry, they are not Sulla’s assassins. That old murderer is about to kick the bucket, he doesn’t bother to worry about me anymore. These men have been sent by bankers I owe…” he thought for moment, then smiled and waved his hand a little as if to say the sum was irrelevant, “what according to them is a huge sum. This is true, of course.”

“Yes Caesar,” I was about to say if he needed a loan I was afraid my finances weren’t sufficient to help him, but he didn’t give me the time to speak. His tone was serious but his eyes looked amused by the situation.

“They don’t realise they have loaned money to the man who will become the greatest of all Romans,” and here he stared at me, his eyes icy, and I trembled. It was the first but certainly not the last time this happened to me with him, “because, Apollodorus, I will become the greatest Roman of all time. Sulla saw this and tried to prevent it happening, but I will manage it whatever the cost. It is my destiny. Do you believe this?”

“Yes Caesar,” I answered without even thinking. The strength of his conviction was enough. “You are safe here. My men will stop anyone else coming in.” I explained how my warehouse was protected by armed guards.

He shook his head.

“I can’t stay here forever Apollodorus. And I have no intention of trying, nor of running from Alexandria on one of your ships. Caesar will not flee from a city in secret, like a thief, followed by creditors.”

This put a stop to my next suggestion before I had even made it.

“But I do have to find a way to avoid my pursuers for the moment and get back to my home. Can you help me?”

I’ll do it, I decided without a moment’s hesitation. I’ll do it even if it costs me all my wealth and my life. But how? I thought of a covered litter, but his persecutors would definitely search all types of transportation. I thought of disguising him, but it was impossible to hide his build. While I was racking my brains to think of the best measures to take, Caesar waited calmly, beginning to examine my most precious oriental silks. I saw that for me this was a sort of test: if I showed myself capable of helping him I would have earned his trust and gratitude. For a man like him, a Roman patrician right to the core, it was a debt he would honour with his blood. And I wanted to earn his trust.

In the end it was his build, so tall and slim, that gave me the idea I think. Perhaps it was inspiration from the gods who had decided I was to follow him for the rest of my life.

“A rug!” I exclaimed pleased with my idea.

He stared at me.

“Caesar, you will leave my warehouse rolled up in a large rug which I will have carried to your home. No one will suspect a thing. Everyone will think it is just another bauble you have bought for your house.”

He smiled.

“I like it. I like it. It’s a good idea,” he agreed. Then he said to me, “As long as it is the most valuable rug you have. Caesar deserves no less.”
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Caesar, banished from Rome, found himself in a difficult situation. He had no wealth because though his family was said to descend from Aeneas and Venus it was not rich, indeed it had for some time been impoverished. Thanks to the help of some of his relatives and above all a young friend called Gaius Matius, he settled in Alexandria in Egypt. Here, waiting for the situation in Rome to improve and enable him to return, and driven as he was by insatiable curiosity, he began going to the library and the museum where he met and became friends with Heron of Alexandria. This man was a mathematician of the Archimedes school, particularly famous for his steam machines with which he delighted the people at court and impressed the devout in their temples. Caesar became his disciple but soon outstripped his master with his own inventions. It was in this period Caesar began to be called Machinarum Magister.

Plutarch, Life of Caesar

Baia, the day before the nones of April

Dear Papa,

You’ll never guess who has come to spend some time for a rest in one of the villas near ours. Or maybe you know already because you always know everything, but I want to tell you anyway: it is Clodia.

You don’t need me to tell you but I will anyway, it is the same Clodia who when she was younger spread scandal more than once amongst Rome’s optimates. The same Clodia who as far as the rumours go took the infamous Plebeian Tribune, her brother Clodius, as a lover. The same Clodia who, but only according to rumours because no one has ever been able to prove anything and so everyone believes it, tired of her husband Metellus Celer poisoned him instead of divorcing him. Yes, the same Clodia who after having Curio who this year is the Plebeian Tribune as one of her lovers, and Caelius who because of her was accused of serious crimes, went on to marry Catullus, a friend of both these lovers who when he was younger dedicated poems full of love and hate, (which I used to read secretly as a girl until you discovered me and laughing gave me permission to read them despite Servilia’s disapproval. Once they were no longer forbidden they became less interesting, but you knew that didn’t you, and did it on purpose.)

Of course the older women were scandalised when she arrived. The most shocked of all, of course, was the strict Terentia, not least because Clodius and Cicero hated each other and I think Terentia accused the sister of causing these problems (did Clodia give herself to Cicero too? I bet you know but you’ll never tell me! I’ll have to try asking Servilia.)

Because I am your daughter, when Clodia invited me to dinner yesterday evening I didn’t hesitate to accept. To tell the truth she invited all the married women staying in Baia but only I accepted. I’m afraid good old Terentia is even more scandalised! I didn’t do the wrong thing did I? I know you have never snubbed anyone however bad their reputation, and you have always treated everyone, from kings to servants, in the same way.

How changed the notorious Clodia is since those times!

She is now a calm married woman going on fifty: her body has become heavier, her skin is a little wrinkled (despite the amount she has told me she spends on Egyptian cosmetics, have you never thought of getting involved in that line of business? It must be worth a lot of money!), her hair, once raven black, is showing signs of grey but I can’t lie, her eyes are magnificent and terrible, I am not surprised that when she was young some people compared her to Medusa.

‘And what did this aged Gorgon and my innocent little daughter talk about?’ you might ask yourself. Actually nothing particularly spicy or scandalous, unfortunately. No juicy items of gossip about the terrible Clodius (and how much there would be to tell!), nor about the death of Metellus Celer.

Clodia and Catullus’ villa is a little further from the sea than ours, please forgive me digressing papa. It’s small but charming and is furnished with all your most recent inventions: they have a coal boiler for the heating, running hot water in the bathrooms, gaslights for the evenings, a wood burning stove for cooking on, in fact everything a house needs when not governed by a stiff reactionary like Terentia.

We set ourselves down on the triclinium couches and ate a beautifully prepared supper, though it was not as refined as you would have expected: simply game washed down with a well-watered down local wine.

She was very kind and good company. We talked about men for the whole evening (but in such a serious way that even grandmother Aurelia would not have been shocked.) She was little unhappy though: I think she is sad because the respectable wives won’t accept her invitations because of her past and won’t have anything to do with her. Truth be told she was surprised and proud I didn’t act like the others. She is a woman who is feeling her age, and I think she is lonely here.

She asked after you, and seemed bizarrely regretful to think she never met you when she was the fearful Lesbia who drove men crazy.

“Just think what we could have done, your papa and I when we were young if we had ever met!” She let slip, and a spark in her eyes truly reminded me of the old Lesbia Catullus talks about. She was immediately sorry though, afraid she might have offended me, but I told her I knew my papa was the most desired man in Rome and I was not offended by this but flattered.

“And your husband Publius Licinius?” She inquired as if to change the subject. “He is the second son of Crassus the Rich, is he not?”

I nodded.

“How is life with him?” She asked me, turning her glass of wine slowly in front of her as if it were a magic potion.

“He is good young man,” I said, “honest and brave.”

I didn’t really know where her questions were leading to tell the truth. “I’m really lucky my father chose him as my husband.”

She nodded, sighed and started talking about her husband Gaius Valerius Catullus.

It isn’t easy, she explained, to have a husband who is seven years younger than you are. Even if he shows he is in love, even if he does so in an almost embarrassing way, she is always worried that one day when she gets too old, he will suddenly notice and reject her, and this makes her a little unsure of herself. As she told me all this she spoke slowly, as if talking to herself more than to me. It is strange and a bit sad to see a woman who in her heyday had some of Rome’s most important men at her feet worrying now about losing the man she has married.

She told me that a long time ago she had wanted to marry Caelius or Curio, who is now Plebeian Tribune and always says bad things about you, unless I’m much mistaken, but Catullus was so insistent in the end she realised she loved him, and not the others. The strange thing is that Catullus, Caelius, and Curio are now friends, and she is still friends with both the men she didn’t marry too.

“What strange things love and life are, don’t you think my girl?” she said, and I couldn’t not agree with her, despite finding her observation quite banal.

Then she complained about how hard Roman politics are for a homo novus like Catullus who comes from Verona and is well-off but not rich and not a member of an important family.

“Of course, bloodlines aren’t everything,” she added, “just look at your father: there is no one in Rome who can boast of coming from a better family but he is not even a senator.”

“That’s all Sulla’s doing.” I said with, I fear, a sharp tone of voice because if there is one thing I can’t stand it is the injustice that terrible man did you. “Sulla exiled my father from Rome because he wouldn’t reject my mother, the daughter of Cinna who was his enemy and the dictator continued to hate despite his having died years before. It is only thanks to the intercession of Crassus that my father was able to come back. And once back in Rome instead of starting a political career from scratch he preferred to carry on dedicating his time to his inventions, an area that had already brought him so much success.”

“Yes, yes I know the story.”

Then she went on telling me about her husband. She told me she was a little sorry that it was she who had convinced him to give up writing to dedicate himself to politics thinking that having the support of Clodius’ gang would have been enough to make Catullus an important man. But it didn’t work out like this because Catullus isn’t a demagogue like her dead brother (thankfully!) and a little because times have changed, and now according to her he is unhappy even though he tries not to show it.

“He is an honest and capable man,” she said, shaking her head, “and he is throwing his life away in the Senate.”

But that is enough about such sad things which I know you don’t like. She also told me a strange story I think you who collect these insignificant events might find interesting.

The servants have told me about a silly superstition that has arisen over the last few days: people are saying that Mars in a moment of anger has thrown Ganymede and other divine cup-bearers down from Olympus to the ground on the slopes of Vesuvius. The story, according to Clodia, began with what happened a few days ago when a number of large objects similar to meteorites fell from the skies and buried themselves in the ground in the foothills of the volcano. Apparently you can still see large smoking craters and the superstitious country folk go to see them and then run to the temples to make sacrifices to the gods.

Your daughter Julia however is truly worthy to be the descendant of the Machinarum Magister because this story whet my curiosity and I investigated it a little more, and guess what I discovered? These things fell from the sky on the same day, it seems, but just a little after those glowing balls crossed the skies above Rome and the explosions shook it. Interesting, don’t you think? Do you think there may be a connection between the two events? I’ll let you, my famous and genius papa, find this out. As always papa I love you very much.
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