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      Alfred Duggan
1903–1964

    


    ‘There have been few historical imaginations better informed or more gifted than Alfred Duggan’s’ (The New Criterion).


    Historian, archaeologist and novelist Alfred Duggan wrote historical fiction and non-fiction about a wide range of subjects, in places and times as diverse as Julius Caesar’s Rome and the Medieval Europe of Thomas Becket.


    Although he was born in Argentina, Duggan grew up in England, and was educated at Eton and Balliol College, Oxford. After Oxford, he travelled extensively through Greece and Turkey, visiting almost all the sites later mentioned in his books. In 1935 he helped excavate Constantine’s palace in Istanbul.


    Duggan came to writing fiction quite late in his life: his first novel about the First Crusade, Knight in Armour, was published in 1950, after which he published at least a book every year until his death in 1964. His fictional works were bestselling page-turners, but thoroughly grounded in meticulous research informed by Duggan’s experience as an archaeologist and historian.


    Duggan has been favourably compared to Bernard Cornwell as well as being praised in his own right as ‘an extremely gifted writer who can move into an unknown period and give it life and immediacy’ (New York Times).


  

    

      Prologue

    


    78 BC


    Never before had Rome seen such a funeral. The head of the procession reached the Forum before the corpse on its towering bier had left the house. By themselves, the veterans who marched before their dead leader made an army great enough to overawe the City. But they marched unarmed, in the decent grey togas of mourning; for their old general, though retired, had nevertheless died master of Rome; and the sensible constitution he had established would endure after his death. Behind the great army of veterans came the pontiffs, grouped in their colleges before the images of the great gods who cared for the welfare of Rome; even the gods wore mourning. After the pontiffs the Vestals rode in their sacred chariots. At the rear of the religious procession marched in solitary state the Pontifex Maximus, controller of the Luck of Rome.


    Then came the magistrates of the City. First the young quaestors, dignified in their official togas. Next the two curule aediles, their consecrated chairs, decked with luminous ivory, carried before them. Then the praetors, whose attendants also carried ivory chairs; before each praetor marched two lictors, displaying the fasces, the bundles of rods with an axe in the midst, which were the sign that these magistrates had power to flog or kill.


    Behind the praetors marched nearly every Senator in Rome, more than two hundred of them. Not quite all of them were there; for this great procession was a political demonstration as well as a display of public grief. For all that the dead man had been supreme in Rome for many years, he still had political opponents in the Senate.


    The tall bier, surrounded by professional mourners and the images of the gens Cornelia, could already be seen in the distance when the supreme embodiment of official sorrow defiled into the Forum. Behind twelve lictors walked this year’s holder of the military and civil authority of the republic, Quintus Lutatius Catulus the Consul. He wore the grey toga of mourning, even now veiling his head as though he were in the act of serving the gods; for he was to offer sacrifice to the genius of the dead man as soon as the pyre was lit.


    ‘Where’s father?’ young Marcus Aemilius Lepidus called into the ear of his pedagogue, in a kind of shouted whisper. He must shout to be heard above the frenzied cheering of the crowd; but he had enough common sense, even at twelve years of age, not to broadcast that question among the bystanders.


    ‘Father ought to be there,’ he continued, ‘beside old Catulus. He’s just as grand as the other Consul, even if his name comes second in the proclamations because he didn’t get quite so many votes. He told me so himself, when I asked him. The republic and the City are ruled by two Consuls equal in power. Have those Senators put another slight upon father? Do you think that if I shouted “Up the Lepidi” there are enough of our clients within hearing to start a riot?’


    ‘Be quiet, young master, for your own sake as well as for mine. We ought not to be here at all, as you know very well. If it comes out that we stood in this crowd you will be beaten and I might be turned adrift.’


    ‘We came only to see the show, because never before has there been anything so wonderful. When the bier passes I shall shout for joy, because the old brute’s dead at last. They may think I am cheering him, but you and I will know different. All the same, something must have happened to father. He went out this morning with his lictors, and we all took it for granted he was going to the funeral.’


    ‘Be easy, young master. Nothing has happened to your father. Here we are on the edge of the Forum, with citizens all round us. If one of the Consuls had been mixed up in a brawl the news would be here in a flash.’


    The news was already travelling through the Forum, but because it was not very important news it did not travel very quickly.


    ‘Have you heard about Lepidus the Consul?’ A pompous merchant two rows before them in the crowd had turned round to spread information among his fellow-citizens. ‘He was outside the house as the procession started. He wore full insignia, and had all his lictors with him, so they thought he was waiting to take his place among the mourners. Instead he tried to prohibit the whole show! He told them such extravagant display was against the law, his law. No one took any notice, so the silly demagogue called up his lictors and went home again. It’s a shame that he should be burned with only one Consul to honour his ashes.’


    ‘It’s a shame that he should be mourned by even one Consul. We are free citizens of a free city.’ That was the voice of an angry old man at the back of the crowd.


    ‘Shut up, grandpa. There may be others here who agree with you, but any soothsayer will tell you that it brings bad luck to speak evil of him while his veterans march through the Forum.’ That was an anonymous voice.


    ‘Here come the incense, and the images,’ shouted the pedagogue, anxious to end this threatening political exchange. ‘Mercy me, what a lot of images! Can anyone tell me, who was the Cornelius who was twice Consul, triumphed as praetor, and won the civic crown?’


    Several bystanders volunteered different identifications, and the dangerous moment passed.


    This was the part of the procession which, by infringing the sumptuary laws, had incurred the vain prohibition of the Consul. There were more than two hundred litters full of vastly expensive spices and Arabian incense, and two life-size figures, of a Consul and his lictor, made entirely of this incense; these would be burned on the pyre. There were more hired mourners and musicians than had ever been assembled before in the history of the City. There was a golden casket for the ashes, covered with a gauzy veil of purple.


    There were also images in great numbers. But the law could say nothing to this, for they were the deathmasks of eminent deceased Cornelians, and it was the right of their descendant to have them carried at his funeral. Behind each bust walked a masked actor, clad in the official insignia of the dead ancestor. Every citizen could read the stereotyped marks of distinction which denoted the offices and honours once held by the living man.


    Finally there staggered by the towering bier. On it lay, in his full official robes, Lucius Cornelius Sulla, Triumphator, Consul, Dictator, honoured by the Senate with the agnomen of Felix, in all but name monarch of Rome.


    There would be speeches before the torch was applied to the pyre and all this magnificence went up in smoke. But speeches in praise of Sulla did not interest young Marcus Lepidus, whose house was in opposition to the ruling faction. With his pedagogue he slipped away unnoticed, to return to the family mansion where an angry Consul was paying what he thought of Dictators who broke their own laws.


    In the autumn of the same year young Marcus idled away an afternoon staring at the rain from the portico of a country villa. He ought to have been in Rome, enjoying the envy of his school fellows and the casual notoriety in the street that was the due of the Consul’s son. Instead, just because his father was at odds with the Senate, he had been packed off to waste half this precious year in the country. Such grandeur would never come again. There had been statesmen who held the Consulship more than once, but he knew in his heart that Father was not great enough for that. Here it was November, and in January he would be no more than the son of the wealthy patrician Aemilius Lepidus. It was a shocking waste of golden months.


    His mother’s despondency added to the gloom. Women were faint-hearted by nature, and she had the excuse that her father had been killed in civil war. Or rather, he had been murdered by those beastly Optimates, after he had surrendered on the promise of a fair trial. At the time he had been a tribune, one of the consecrated protectors of the people whose persons should never be harmed; but that only went to show what Optimates were like. All the same, that was a long time ago, twenty years and more. Since then the murderous proscriptions of the tyrant Sulla had brought peace and order, even at the cost of freedom and justice. Everyone agreed that there could never be another proscription; the memory of that terrible time of slaughter was burned into the heart of every citizen. Equally there could never be another civil war, remembering the stories of their fathers, the soldiers would refuse to fight fellow-Romans.


    Grandfather Saturninus had met his fate thirteen years before Marcus was born, but some of the older servants still had stories to tell of him. At school they taught you that he had been a wicked man, who wanted to cancel all debts and free every slave, and in general undo the work of civilization; and that was the general opinion of the gentry. Even Mother did not seem proud of her father’s political programme. But he had heard her maintain that if his revolution had succeeded grandfather Saturninus would have made himself tyrant of Rome, and that it had very nearly succeeded. She seemed to imply that to fall fighting for such a splendid prize was evidence of a noble spirit.


    The feud had begun with the murder of Tiberius Gracchus, more than fifty years ago. (That crime had been committed by Optimates. They had shed first blood. They were the aggressors.) Even a boy studying modern history at school could not keep track of all the changes and chances of political life since then; the sudden coups, the murders, the open wars and the secret assassinations. But since the death of Gracchus the struggle had continued, between wicked oligarchical Optimates and noble freedom-loving Populars. It would still be going on when he, Marcus, was grown up; and he must play his part in it.


    But the struggle would now be waged constitutionally, in the Forum. There would be no more wars, never a second proscription. Sulla had seen to that, by his overwhelming victory in the field and the bloody repression that followed it. Therefore an earnest young Popular must learn the technical details of law and ritual, and the art of rhetoric; so that in due time he might stand for public office, win his election, and during his magistracy further the Popular cause. Marcus worked hard at his lessons, for Nature had not granted him a quick wit.


    It was a pity that he had been born too late, when all the fighting was over (in spite of Mother’s fears). Never again would a hero risk his head to free the people, or to make himself tyrant of Rome. Life was dull, and this rain would not stop before sunset. Time passed slowly.…


    Then brother Scipio rode up out of the mist to announce that the civil wars had begun all over again, and that the Popular army was led by his father. Hastily Marcus adjusted his ideas.


    Until six years ago brother Scipio had been brother Gnaeus, heir to all the wealth and influence of the Aemilii Lepidi. Now he was no longer in law a brother, not even a kinsman; for he had been legally adopted into the gens Cornelia, to be heir to the even greater wealth and influence of the Cornelii Scipiones. About the same time brother Lucius had become brother Paullus, in law still a distant kinsman; for he had taken over the heritage of the extinct Aemilii Paulli. So he was still an Aemilius, though no longer a brother. Marcus, the third son, six years younger than Scipio and four years younger than Paullus, found himself legally an only son and heir to his father.


    But of course, when it comes to fighting, blood is thicker than the legal tie of adoption. Marcus Aemilius Lepidus the Consul was gathering an army in Etruria, intending to march on Rome and overthrow the Optimate government; Gnaeus Scipio had slipped out of the City to join his standard. He had turned aside on his journey to convey the Consul’s instructions to his family.


    He sat back in a comfortable chair in the warmest room in the house, sipping hot wine while a servant massaged his thighs. He looked surprisingly adult, nearer twenty-eight than eighteen, dandling his long sword which lent him confidence to give orders to his own mother.


    ‘You understand, madam? You are not to leave this villa on any excuse, not even if you see soldiers foraging in the valley below. If the soldiers are Populars they will respect you, if they are Optimates they may not notice you so long as you keep quiet. You will stay until your husband sends for you. You will keep with you your son Marcus, who is too young for war. You will offer hospitality, should he require it, to your kinsman Lucius Paullus. You will also offer hospitality to the lady Junia, daughter of Decimus Silanus, who is now on her way here. Her stepfather intends to join the Popular party, and wishes to place her in a quiet refuge until the war is over. Furthermore, it has been decided that when she reaches a sufficient age she shall marry your son Marcus. Treat her as a betrothed daughter of the house. Those are the orders of your husband.’


    ‘But surely I can come fighting with you, Scipio,’ said Marcus at once. ‘I can ride, and throw a javelin; though that sword would be too heavy for me.’


    Even this tactful reference to his brother’s strength was of no avail.


    ‘You will stay with your mother, young Marcus. You have heard your father’s orders.’


    ‘Is Junia pretty?’ asked the lady Appuleia, who took little interest in masculine politics. Men were always banging one another with swords for absurdly inadequate reasons. ‘Her mother, Servilia, is beautiful and charming and clever. Flighty too, or so they say. Will Junia do us credit?’


    ‘I have never seen her. But she brings a good dowry, and her stepfather’s influence is valuable. She’s a plebeian, unfortunately, but of very good family all the same. Arrange the wedding as soon as possible, for fear Brutus should change his mind. You hear, Marcus? You will be the last patrician Lepidus, so you must make the most of it. You can be a pontiff, if you are chosen; your sons will be plebeians.’


    That was the kind of remark you expected from an elder brother, especially an elder brother who had deserted the family altar to better himself. Marcus took consolation from the knowledge that a match between patrician and plebeian could be only a civil contract, capable of dissolution whenever the husband asked for it; the only lifelong indissoluble tie was the religious marriage between two patricians. When he was grown up and his own master he could send this Junia packing if he did not like her.


    Then, to his great mortification, Marcus was sent out of the room while his mother and his ex-brother discussed money. It was his mother who ordered him to leave, and he guessed the reason. Scipio would be asking for all the ready cash, plate, and jewels that could be found at short notice, for legionaries in rebellion demanded very high pay; and his mother would be trying to keep as much as she could, for she hated to see wasted on politics money that might have been spent rationally on fashionable splendour. He was the heir, the senior male in the household; and of course he wanted to help his father. The lady Appuleia was unwilling to confront two adversaries at once.


    Presently brother Scipio came out to the portico, in a thundering bad temper. He had collected only one mule-load of silver; though there must have been more in the villa. As he mounted his sleek warhorse he waved good-bye to Marcus. But Marcus was angry that his brother had left him under the care of the women, as though he were an infant not yet weaned; besides, the warhorse, and the long cavalry sword, were more interesting objects of contemplation than his brother’s face, which he knew well. He answered unsmiling, with a perfunctory wave of the hand.


    He never again saw brother Scipio, or his father. The improvised revolt was a failure from the start. Scipio was killed in the decisive engagement, fought in the Campus Martius at the very gate of Rome; and his father died, an outlaw and a public enemy, in Sardinia, worn out with the unfamiliar toil of collecting ships to carry the wreck of his army to the rebel Sertorius in Spain. There were whispers that grief at the indifference of his wife had hastened his end, and certainly the lady Appuleia greeted widowhood with stoic resignation. Thanks to her stubborn foresight the Aemilii Lepidi were still wealthy. As soon as conventional mourning was over she went back to the great family mansion in Rome.


  

    

      1. The Praetor Chooses a Side

    


    

      49 BC

    


    On this wintry day the City was full of rumours. The streets were crammed with the wagons of refugees from Picenum, which blocked the way of other refugees leaving Rome for the south. In this public commotion all outside the walls sought refuge in Rome, all the inhabitants sought hiding-places in the country. Throughout the morning the Forum had been crowded, as citizens waited to see if a magistrate would summon a public meeting; by midday they were drifting about the alleys, too restless to go home, gathering into crowds and shouting the catchwords of their parties. Though it was a working day, only slaves were at work; hardly a shop had been reopened since the public holiday for the Ides of January.


    Nevertheless, on a working day the praetors must preside in their lawcourts. On the 16th of January they were still new to the duties they had taken up at the beginning of the month, still full of zeal to display their knowledge of law and the equity of their minds. Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, urban praetor, presided over the most important civil court in Rome; it would be shameful if he declined to sit merely because the City was disturbed. An hour after sunrise he had taken his seat in his official ivory chair; there he remained, muffled in an ample toga against the wintry wind which swept through the open portico, until an hour after midday. The custom of the ancestors demanded this display of public duty, and anyway there was nothing else he could do until the situation was a little more clear. But the only causes brought before him were two undefended suits for small debts, and for two hours he sat there with no business to occupy him. No one was going to open an important or intricate case when in a few days there might be no law in Rome, or indeed anywhere else in the civilized world.


    All the same, it was very pleasant to be sitting in the curule chair, Lepidus the praetor, third magistrate in the most powerful City on earth. What made it all the more gratifying was that he had won this great position by his own merit. Of course it would be very odd if the head of the Aemilii Lepidi were passed over for public office; but his father had died a public enemy, an outlaw in arms against his City. That had taken some living down. Yet respectable manners, noble birth, and genuine ability will always be recognized, in the face of every handicap. Here he was, praetor at the age of 40; soon there would be another Lepidus Consul, and when he died his image would take its proper place at the end of the long line of Lepidan Consuls which filled the shelf behind the family altar.


    An hour after midday the court might fittingly adjourn. He stood to intone the ritual prayer, carefully pronouncing the obsolete words in the archaic, patrician mode. For several centuries the gods had endured with patience the ignorant gabblings of plebeian magistrates, but it was just as well to remind them from time to time that the welfare of Rome was in the hands of the gens Aemilia, who knew how they should be placated. He took three measured paces to the right of his chair, the lucky side, and saluted with a formal gesture the spirit of fair-dealing which dwelled in the hallowed ivory; the spirit whose presence he could feel as he sat, rising through his buttocks to inspire his mind with equity. Then he stood as still as a statue while a servant adjusted his toga into the correct folds for walking, his clerks formed up behind him and the two lictors of a praetor took their places six feet ahead, their fasces sloped over their shoulders. At a snap of his fingers the procession moved off; not in the military quick-step affected by sloppy young magistrates straight out of the army, but in the slow swinging stride appropriate to a ruler who had been entrusted with a share of the divine favour which guards Rome. Even now it gave him a thrill to see the lictors going before him; though that was no more than his due, as head of the house of Lepidus.


    He went first to inquire whether the Senate were still in session. Three years ago rioting Clodians had burned down the Senate House (what was the world coming to!) and the City since then had been so disturbed that no one had repaired it; the Senate met in any handy temple or public building that was big enough, but most often in the vestibule of the Theatre of Pompeius. He tried that first, and was told to his annoyance that the Fathers had met there earlier in the day, and had already adjourned; they should have waited until the urban praetor had closed his court. Even in these exciting times he would look undignified if he loitered in the Forum to hear the news; so there was nothing for it but to go home. If the Senators had reached any important decision they would of course send a messenger to inform him.


    Still in silence and with measured tread the little procession marched to the Aemilian mansion. Its doors stood open, and the lictors swept straight in; to stand at attention while the praetor, as head of the house, poured wine before the statue of the presiding Lar. The custom of his ancestors laid down that Lepidus should sacrifice to his Lar twice a day, at dawn and noon; but ancestral custom also decreed that the urban praetor should hold court until the first hour of the afternoon. Marcus would not dream of slighting the gods by sending an underling to sacrifice while he was absent on duty, it was better to keep the Lar waiting, and then apologize for the delay. He was proud of the apology he had composed, in terms so archaic that King Numa would have understood them.


    Then the lictors melted away towards the kitchen. They were free men and citizens, who had walked before many other praetors and next January would walk before his successor. On parade they had an air, but once they had been stood down it was best to get them quickly out of the way before they became cheeky. The clerks were his own clients, most of them freedmen who had once been his slaves; they took a more ceremonious farewell, bending the knee to kiss his hand. A valet advanced to remove the official toga, and with a shrug of the shoulders and a sagging of the neck Aemilius the praetor became Marcus Lepidus the eminent patrician, at leisure in his own house.


    He told the servants that he would dine alone with his lady, and as soon as possible. After his valet had sponged his face and hands he went through the hall to the drawing-room beyond, where the lady Junia sat with her maids, dozing over her embroidery. As her husband entered she rose and sketched the gesture of kissing his hand; but of course he interrupted to embrace her, as he had done at every meeting since they were married. Good manners demanded that she should offer him this reverence, but good manners demanded equally that he should refuse it.


    The lady Junia was five years younger than her lord, and remarkably good-looking. But then Marcus Lepidus was also handsome in a heavy way, with regular features, a straight back, wide shoulders, and the beginning of a paunch. They had been betrothed in childhood at the command of their parents, to cement a political alliance; but neither had ever fallen passionately in love with anyone else, and long years of partnership and propinquity had brought affection. They were pleased to be alone together, with half the day before them.


    ‘What’s the news?’ asked Junia. Of course she did; every woman was asking that as her man came home, all over the City.


    ‘Nothing definite, my dear,’ Marcus answered. ‘Caesar has taken Ariminum. He still marches south with his single legion. Ahenobarbus is levying recruits in Picenum. At any hour now we ought to hear of the first engagement, but so far there seems to have been no contact.’


    ‘That was what they were saying at dawn. News of battle travels fast. If they had fought yesterday we should have heard. Perhaps after all someone will fix up a compromise. Did anyone make a proposal for peace in the Senate?’


    ‘I don’t know how the debate went in the Senate. They had already adjourned when my court rose. On my way home I called to inquire, and all I could find out was the bare fact of adjournment.’


    ‘Then no one had a reasonable proposal If there was a hope of peace someone would tell the urban praetor, even if he had to interrupt when you were giving judgment. Today was our last chance; tomorrow the swords will be drawn. Little Marcus will be eight next birthday. Can you remember Sulla’s proscription? Would they hunt down an eight-year-old?’


    ‘In Sulla’s time they did. And blood-feuds grow fiercer with the years. But why should anyone want to proscribe my son? I have been elected praetor with the support of the Optimates who control the City; my father died for the Popular cause. Three years ago I defied the Clodian gangs, and that ought to earn me the gratitude of every respectable householder in Rome. We are not committed to either faction. And, when all’s said and done, I am Aemilius Lepidus.’


    ‘That won’t help little Marcus. When once the fighting has started ties of kinship are forgotten. Look at Caesar himself. I’ve often heard him tell how when Sulla ruled the City he had to go into hiding, for all that his mother was an Aurelia, kin to Sulla’s most eminent supporters. Poor Caesar! I saw a lot of him when I was a child, and he was always so gay and amiable; it was exciting just to be in the same room with him. I suppose I shall never see him again. A public enemy, marching with one legion against Pompeius and all the might of Rome! I hope he gets himself killed in battle, so that we can remember him as a gallant warrior. It’s horrible to think that he may be executed as a traitor, or more likely die of hardship in some squalid barbarian refuge.’


    ‘My eldest brother fell in his first battle, in the Campus Martius out there. A swordpoint in the throat, a gentleman’s death. He may have been a Scipio by adoption, but he charged like a Lepidus.’


    Marcus was always touchy when anyone referred, even obliquely, to his father’s end. He knew that every Optimate remembered the old Consul as a desperate rebel and public enemy, while to every Popular he was a half-hearted leader who had despaired too soon. It was difficult to defend his memory from such opposite reproaches.


    ‘But the weary round of bloodshed and vengeance may not begin again, my dear,’ he went on. ‘You talk as though Caesar were a foolhardy daredevil. He’s not. In Gaul he may have conquered savages, as any civilized army can beat savages; at heart he‘s a wily politician, more at home in the Forum than on the battlefield. It’s ten years since I met him, or since anyone else met him either, I mean met him properly, at a dinner-party or in his place in the Senate. But he can’t suddenly have changed his entire nature, even in the frosts of Gaul. He wouldn’t be marching through Picenum at the head of a solitary legion unless he had some private contact with Pompeius. In a few days the two of them will meet quietly, bring in some solid statesman to make a third in place of Crassus, and publish their terms of peace. Then we shall have a competent administration, strong enough to keep the mob in order.’


    ‘Let’s hope you are right, my dear,’ said Junia soothingly. She knew that when her husband was explaining high politics in terms simple enough for the female understanding anything I except instant agreement exasperated him beyond all bearing. ‘It’s time someone kept the mob in order. I can hear them hooting outside at this very minute. I suppose they have recognized some unpopular magistrate.’


    Marcus smiled briefly in appreciation of the pun. The mob usually shouted for the Populars, and most Optimates were at present very unpopular indeed. ‘Then you no longer fear for little Marcus?’ he went on in a kindly tone. ‘All Rome remembers the proscriptions. Such horrors can never be done again. We magistrates are busy every day, and we work to make the world safe for Marcus and his schoolfellows. That’s enough of politics. I hear the butler coming to announce dinner.’


    The butler entered the drawing-room; but instead of standing by the door to announce that dinner was served he came right up and leaned over his master, murmuring confidentially to the top of his head. ‘A gentleman has called to see you, my lord, on most urgent and private business. He will not give his name, and he was carried into the hall in a curtained litter. His litter-bearers are those who usually carry Pompeius Maximus.’


    ‘We must postpone dinner, my dear. A praetor’s time belongs to the City. Hylas, have the gentleman carried in his litter right into my private office. Tell him I shall be there as soon as I have put on my toga. Let’s see. Have we a footman who doesn’t understand Latin? Anyway, get one of the barbarian servants to bring in a bowl of wine, and put a guard on the office door. If this gentleman wants his interview to be private we shall show him that the Aemilian mansion can offer him privacy.’


    ‘That’s just how I would expect old Pompeius to arrange a secret meeting; to come here in broad daylight, in the most famous litter in Rome,’ Junia muttered to herself as her husband bustled out. She spoke too low to be overheard. A praetor’s work seemed to be very boring, and it would be a shame to spoil her husband’s pleasure in this intrigue.


    Half an hour later Marcus was back, his eyes popping with excitement.


    ‘You were quite right, my dear,’ were his first words; and Junia knew that he must be very excited indeed. ‘Yes, you were right. Civil war has come again. The proscription of Sulla was very terrible, but then at least the foes of Rome were themselves Romans. Now we face war to the knife, war without quarter. The City lies defenceless before a barbarian army. Sack and bloodshed, rape and pillage, our shrines profaned, the tombs of our ancestors rifled, the Gauls once more in the Forum!’


    ‘Merciful gods, will he make a speech at me? They banged so much rhetoric into his head when he was a child that now when he’s excited he can’t tell a straightforward story,’ thought Junia. While her husband stood, his arm thrust out, drawing breath for another outburst of lamentation, she cut in with a sharp question.


    ‘What did Pompeius tell you? And what are you, the urban praetor, going to do about it?’


    ‘I’m sorry. I got carried away. But what Pompeius had to say was really very startling. By the way, how did you know it was Pompeius? He came secretly, in a closed litter. Never mind. The great Pompeius honours my roof, and I can’t boast about it to my friends. Just my luck. Well, this is what he told me. He has no regular troops in Italy except the two legions passing through from Gaul for the Parthian war. Those legions have just left Caesar’s command, and they can’t be trusted to fight against him. Of course no one expected Caesar to march in January; Pompeius was counting on another three months to train his recruits. Those recruits are coming in very willingly. At this very minute Ahenobarbus has thirty cohorts of them in Picenum. But so far they aren’t even organized into legions; they must be drilled before they can stand in the line of battle. So there’s nothing for it, and this is the terrible news, but for the whole government to leave Rome. Pompeius himself goes to Capua tomorrow; the magistrates and Senators, with their families, follow on the next day. We have thirty-six hours to pack our plate and money, and your jewels. Of course it will be impossible to hire wagons, with all Rome in flight. We must abandon the furniture and most of our clothes, as plunder for the Caesarians.’


    ‘Why should the Caesarians plunder it? They can’t take tripods and dinner tables with them on campaign.’


    ‘They will plunder because they are Caesarians, extreme Populars, the dregs of the City. Caesar won’t try to control them. In Gaul he has shown himself utterly merciless. He has wiped out whole tribes of barbarians, men, women, and children. He boasted about it in his letters to the Senate.’


    ‘That isn’t the Caesar I remember in mother’s boudoir. Among savages he may have been a savage, in Rome he will behave like a Roman. But wait a minute, Marcus. Who has ordered you to leave?’


    ‘Pompeius himself. Gnaeus Pompeius Maximus. I told you.’


    ‘This is January, Marcus. Since the beginning of the year you have been urban praetor.’


    ‘Yes, yes, I know.… Oh, I see what you mean.’ The last words were spoken low, as Marcus sat down in a comfortable chair to think.


    Pompeius was a very great man. Three years ago he had been for a few months sole Consul, an office unknown to the constitution but a public recognition of the fact that he was the greatest man in the City. All the same, by the letter of the law Pompeius was merely a Consular, a Senator who had in the past held the Consulship. That gave him no right to issue orders to magistrates.


    ‘Certainly he ordered me to leave, he was not just giving advice,’ Marcus went on. ‘But the Senate has commissioned him to preserve the peace in Italy, and they have voted the Ultimate Decree. Anyway, whatever the legal position, he has the power of the sword.’


    ‘The Ultimate Decree!’ said Junia with explosive scorn. ‘What did your father, or mine, think of the Ultimate Decree? How did your grandfather value it, Saturninus the tribune who was murdered by sacrilegious Optimates? Every true Roman who has studied the laws knows that the Senate has no power to declare martial law without the assent of the people.… And if Pompeius truly had the power of the sword he would not be getting ready to scuttle out of Rome before a blow has been struck.’


    ‘Pompeius can kill me this evening, if I defy him. His troops outside the City are only undrilled recruits, but there are no other soldiers within a hundred miles of us. Besides, it is still much too early to take a public stand. We just don’t know enough about who will win. So far there has been no fighting, and an hour ago I thought the whole thing would be arranged peacefully at another personal consultation between the leaders. Suppose I join Caesar just in time to see the rout of his solitary legion? You know I don’t fear death for myself, but it would be the downfall of the house of Aemilius Lepidus. If I obey orders and leave Rome I do only what everyone is doing. Caesar won’t hold that against me. Later, when the position is clearer, I can still join the Populars if they seem to stand a chance. I won’t destroy my family by taking part in a hopeless escapade.’


    Junia admitted to herself that Marcus did not fear death; considering his ancestry and his education it would have been odd if he did. But he was afraid of so many other things, the public opinion of his equals, the hatred of the mob, the displeasure of the gods, poverty, disgrace, insignificance, that in effect he often reasoned like a coward.


    ‘I want Caesar to win. What do you want to happen?’ was all her answer.


    ‘I don’t know, really. It would be best if Caesar and Pompeius made another agreement, but I suppose that is crying for the moon. If they must fight it out, well, look at it this way. Every gentleman of good family, nearly the whole of the Senate, practically everyone who has ever dined here or whom you would meet in a drawing-room, they all support Pompeius. Then look at the gang who support Caesar; those Antonius brothers, Curio, Quintus Cassius. I wouldn’t trust one of them alone with a virgin or a silver spoon. Of course our good old Popular cause must triumph in the end. The people are stronger than the nobility. But this is not the time for war, perhaps for another proscription. Just because the people must win in the end the nobles will give way gracefully at the last moment. Remember, there was a time when we patricians were the only true citizens of Rome; we made room for your plebeian ancestors, my dear, because the welfare of the City demanded it. And now we live in harmony together.’


    ‘Some plebeian houses are as good as any patrician’s. Junians have been magistrates for centuries; my son Marcus will be a plebeian. But that quarrel was settled three hundred years ago. Let’s get back to the point. I want Caesar to win. I gather you want the Populars to win one day, but under another leader, after Caesar has been executed as a public enemy.’


    ‘You are going too fast, my dear. I haven’t yet made up my mind. It would be best of all if neither side could overcome the other, so that the war ends in a compromise. But if the time comes when I must declare myself – then I must remember my father. I am bound to the Populars by filial piety and the blood-feud.’


    ‘Very well, then. Now consider what you can do tomorrow. We can go to Capua with Pompeius and the other magistrates. You will be quite safe for the rest of the war. The Optimates also will remember your father; they will not trust you to lead troops against Caesar. When the fighting is finished you will be an ex-praetor, with a seat in the Senate and perhaps a small province to govern for one year. You will never rise higher, you will never be elected Consul. If the constitution survives the war there will be the usual dog-fight, eight ex-praetors scrambling for the two Consulships; but your colleagues will have been commanding armies while you tried civil actions in the praetor’s court. You won’t have the impudence to stand for election against them. It’s more likely that the war will end in a tyranny. Then, whether the tyrant is Pompeius or Caesar, he will have no reason to reward you. Go to Capua, and then retire into private life. You will be rich, and a Senator, and head of the Aemilii Lepidi. But if you want to be Consul you must risk your head, you must join Caesar while his side is still the weaker.’


    ‘I never thought of that, but now you say it I see it is true. The Optimates allowed me to be praetor, I suppose because of my distinguished ancestors. They will never allow my father’s son to rise any higher. Yet brother Paullus has just laid down his Consulship, at the end of last month. How do you explain that?’


    ‘Your brother Paullus indeed,’ said Junia with a sniff. ‘He’s no example for an honest gentleman to follow. I’ve heard you say he only took over the images of the Paulli because they are richer than the Lepidi. A fine Aemilius, to desert his family so. As for his Consulship, no one thinks any the more of him for it. He was elected by the Optimates, because they thought they had him in their pocket. He wasn’t even honest enough to stay bought, but took a bigger bribe to act for Caesar. Everyone knows it. Now there’s a man who will be very lucky to survive the civil war. Both sides would be happy to proscribe him, as a public nuisance if not a public enemy.’


    ‘“A public nuisance if not a public enemy.” A striking phrase, my dear. I shall use it myself, in company where it is bound to be repeated. That will show brother Paullus what we think of him, lording it as Consul while the head of his true family, his father’s heir, is no more than praetor-elect. Did I tell you how he snubbed me in the Senate, three months ago? I should like to surpass brother Paullus. To equal him I must one day be Consul. So eventually, when the time is ripe, I shall join Caesar. He will be glad to have me. Look at the gang of cut-throats who support him at present! He ought to make me his second in command.’


    Marcus sprang from his chair to stride about the room. ‘Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, the champion of the Populars! That’s what they used to call my father, one day I shall be even more famous. I would join Caesar today if I could manage it safely. But if I defy Pompeius to his face he will send soldiers to cut off my head, and if I hide in the City everyone will notice at once that the urban praetor has disappeared. The Consuls will confiscate our property, and send lictors to look for me. How can I hide, anyway? Everyone in Rome knows me by sight.’


    ‘Not quite everyone, Marcus dear; though they will when you have done great deeds for Caesar. But I agree that you can’t stay behind openly, or ride out towards Ariminum inquiring for Caesar’s vanguard. All the same, it will not be too difficult. We shall leave Rome with the other noble fugitives, on the day after tomorrow; we can take our money with us quite openly, for everyone will be doing the same. We start south, with the others. But in the evening we turn aside to visit one of your villas well off the road; then we make the litter-bearers travel all night, first east and then north-east, until we reach Caesar’s lines.’


    ‘That’s what we’ll do. We must take little Marcus with us. That means three big litters at least, probably a fourth for the baggage. They must have strong and trustworthy bearers. I’ll tell the steward to parade all the able-bodied servants this evening, and pick out the best of them; even a valuable cook or accountant will carry a litter if he’s strong enough.’


    ‘That’s splendid, and I’m proud of you. Shall we have dinner soon? It’s nearly sunset, and I’m hungry.’


    Junia spoke placidly. She had guided her husband into making the bold and sensible decision, which he would never have reached without her prodding; but he would certainly choose the best litter-bearers. He could sum up the capacities of a slave or a workman; his acute though limited brain was at its best in dealing with the practical details of daily life.


    

      The lady Clodia sat at her dressing-table, chatting with the handsome young man who had called to tell her the news.


    

      ‘Do you mean to tell me there isn’t a magistrate left in Rome? What a bore! If there are no laws, we can’t disobey them. But oughtn’t you to be frightened, Lucius darling? My poor brother’s gang will look after me. But now any ruffian can knock you down and kill you, just to steal that amusing golden hair-net.’

    


    

      ‘One magistrate has returned, my sweet: Marcus Aemilius Lepidus the praetor. He left with the rest of them, and then doubled back. He may call himself King of Rome if he wants to, for he is the only lawful magistrate left in the City.’

    


    

      ‘You are making this up. Marcus Aemilius Lepidus was Consul thirty years ago. He rebelled against the Senate, was defeated in the Campus Martius, and died soon after. Even I know that. It’s in all the books.’

    


    

      ‘This is his son, who took office as praetor at the beginning of this month.’

    


    

      ‘I’ve never heard of him, and I know everybody. If you must make up fairy-tales, think of something more amusing.’

    


  

    

      2. Caesar and the Caesarians

    


    

      49 BC

    


    Six legions roared through the City; a very shameful sight within the sacred pomoerium, the hallowed boundary of Rome within which no loyal citizen should bear arms. The soldiers appeared to be drunk and out of control, and they were singing very rude songs. The Thirteenth of course led the parade, the amazing legion which had invaded Italy alone and unsupported; the men in the ranks had been on active service for eight years, without a chance of visiting their homes; now they were masters of the City, and looked forward to the reward of conquest, wealth and ease for the rest of their lives. Their songs were really hair-raising, they did not seem to be in any particular formation, they staggered and brandished empty wine-flasks. But when they reached the Capitol detachments ran forward to seize each entry, and in a twinkling the wall was manned. These men were veterans who had captured many cities.


    Behind the Thirteenth Legion rode their commander, Gaius Julius Caesar, Pontifex Maximus and public enemy of Rome. That was undoubtedly his position in constitutional law, as a wit among his bodyguard repeatedly shouted at the full stretch of his drill-master’s lungs. Like any other conqueror, when he reached the Capitol he made straight for the treasury, ignoring the great Temple of Jupiter where generals returning in peace gave thanks for victory. The City lay nakedly at the mercy of an invading horde from Gaul, as in the old legends of two hundred and fifty years ago.


    On the barred door of the Aemilian mansion idlers had scrawled the catchwords of the Popular party: ‘Preserve our Tribunes’, ‘To the dungheap with the Senate and its Ultimate Decree’. A large white placard, executed under the direction of the master of the house, bore more careful lettering: ‘Twenty-nine years ago, from these doors set out the Consul Marcus Aemilius Lepidus, to wage war on the tyranny established by Sulla. Romans, respect the dwelling of a hero who died in the struggle for Freedom.’ In the hall, below the shelf of ancestral images, sat in his ivory chair the son of the martyred Consul, the present Aemilius Lepidus. He wore the official toga of a praetor, and behind him two freedmen nursed awkwardly home-made bundles of rods; for the genuine professional lictors had of course accompanied the flight of the government.


    The roaring of the crowd outside the house was enough to frighten any man of property; but it had been going on since dawn, and so far nothing very terrible had happened. As time passed the praetor recovered his usual self-control. In particular his ivory chair gave him comfort. He knew that it was the only curule chair in Rome occupied by its lawful magistrate. The whole of Rome’s Luck, normally dispersed between the two Consuls and the eight praetors, must be concentrated in this throne. As he caressed the carving he felt his hands tingle. Once before he had felt the same thrill, during the terrible riots of three years ago. The street-fighting had made it impossible to hold the annual elections, and when Clodius was killed in a scrimmage there had been no lawfully appointed magistrates to restore order. The Senate, following the procedure devised by the ancestors for such an emergency, had chosen an Interrex to hold supreme power for five days, before he transmitted it to a successor of his own choice. Marcus had been the first Interrex.


    His position was not so important as it might have seemed to an outsider, for by ancient custom the first Interrex did nothing at all except transmit his emergency power when his five days’were ended; thus Freedom was more secure. But for five days, even though he did nothing with it, the whole of the Luck and Power and Authority of the Senate and People of Rome had been embodied in Marcus. As it happened, to do nothing at all had required great fortitude; for the bereaved Clodians rioted round his house, commanding him to break with precedent and nominate Popular Consuls on his first day of power. The mob looked so dangerous that he sent his wife and child to the country; but he had not given way.


    Now he was once more the supreme authority in Rome, and once more a dangerous mob was seeking its prey. But this time the mob was not after his blood in particular; perhaps when these adventures came a second time they were always a little easier.


    People were continually banging on the outer door, straggling soldiers looking for an unguarded house to loot, or excited corner-boys who just wanted something to smash. Several times Marcus composed his features and straightened his shoulders, thinking this must be an official summons from the conquering army. But when at last it came it was unmistakable; first the steady tramp of disciplined infantry, then shouted orders and the snap of smart arms-drill. At the first knock the porter opened, and with a sinking of his stomach Marcus saw a dozen tall praetorians march in with swords drawn. Perhaps they were coming to take his head. On the other hand, Caesar needed a bodyguard today, of all days; it was shocking bad manners to bring an armed guard when he came calling on the praetor, but all the same it was more gracious than if he had sent a messenger to summon him.


    Yes, there was Caesar himself, darting forward with a grin from behind his hedge of soldiers; there could be no forgetting that smile, even after ten years. It was said that Caesar’s smile could charm a bird from a bush, and it had been proved by experiment that no girl could resist it. He was wearing a very curious costume. Merciful gods! The mountebank had come calling in the official robes of the Pontifex Maximus!


    Marcus signalled to his amateur lictors to hold their fasces upright, and himself extended his hand in the ritual gesture which signified that the praetor’s court was in session. But his wife upset the gravity of this historic interview by dashing out of the drawing-room to hurl herself into Caesar’s arms.


    Caesar kissed her casually on the forehead, and then picked her up to hold her at arm’s-length, as though she were a little girl. ‘Hallo, Junia,’ he said calmly, ‘you look ten years younger than when I saw you last. I hope to have supper with your mother this evening. Where’s Tertulla, in Rome or in Capua – and brother Brutus?’


    ‘Cassius took Tertulla to Capua, but I expect she will come back when she knows you are in Rome. Brother Brutus was as stuffy as usual, and said it was his duty to follow the Consuls. You know what he can be like. Oh, it is fun to see you again. By the way, do you know Marcus?’


    ‘Of course I know Marcus. I came to your wedding, though I suppose you were too excited to notice the guests. Besides that, we met often enough in the Senate, and at parties; though it was all often years ago. Well, Marcus Lepidus, how does it feel to be sole ruler of Rome? I have a very good reason for asking, you know. By the way, if you really want to introduce ceremony into a reunion of old friends there happens to be a formula of welcome, which should be employed to greet the Pontifex Maximus when he calls uninvited on a fellow-pontiff who is also a patrician and head of his family. It’s a very old invocation in the Sabine tongue, with a few Etruscan expressions to make it more difficult. Perhaps it has slipped your memory. I’ll let you off this time, though we patricians should foster the ancient customs of our ancestors.’


    The worst of it was that Caesar might be telling the truth. He was as famous for accurate knowledge of ancient ritual as for atheism. Marcus felt himself overwhelmed by the unexpected friendliness of this dread conqueror, by his wife’s familiarity with the companion of her childhood, by the frivolous chaff of an expert who could beat him in his chosen field of study. The ivory chair was now just a piece of furniture, all its magical comfort gone.


    ‘Now then, Junia darling,’ Caesar continued, ‘it’s splendid to meet old friends, but I really came to talk business. My orderly has a wallet stuffed with papers. Will you show me a handsome table where he can spread them? The table will look even more handsome if you embellish it with a big bowl of good wine. Then, with the praetor’s permission, we can dismiss our lictors and bodyguards and lady’s maids, and make our plans in private.’


    Since Caesar took it for granted that Junia should join in the discussion Marcus did not ask her to go to the drawing-room. There was just room for the three of them in the tiny private office, at the inner end of the hall; and a rank of stolid praetorians kept the household servants out of hearing.


    The handsome well-preserved man-about-town seemed to loom larger as he looked Marcus full in the face, his finger tapping a map of Italy. There were lines of anxiety round his mouth, and his voice was deadly serious.


    ‘Pompeius is preparing to fall back on Brundisium,’ he began. ‘He knows how to handle a rearguard; there’s no question of catching him and ending the war at a blow. Once inside the port he might in theory sail west to join his forces in Spain; but his fleet is gathering in the Adriatic and the noble statesmen who impede his staff-officers are mad to get their hands on the moneybags of Asia. We’ll assume that when he embarks he sails for Greece. We shall also assume that he’s out of Italy within a month at the longest. Once he is safely overseas I must make arrangements for the proper government of Rome, before I march north to deal with his army in Spain. For that I shall need helpers here in the City.’


    He broke off to stare once more at his host. ‘We shall also assume that you are on my side, Marcus. I know your political beliefs. You are a Popular by family tradition, willing to put up with me because I am leader of the Populars. Now Junia is a Caesarian; willing to put up with the Populars because they follow Caesar.’


    ‘And which are you, Caesar?’ asked Marcus, greatly daring.


    ‘Oh, a Caesarian, of course. But the Populars won’t lose by my leadership. You yourself have broken with Pompeius, merely by coming back to Rome. If you fall into his hands he will chop off your head. So if I lose you also are ruined. But if you take my orders, for in this desperate war I haven’t time to advise and persuade, if you take my orders and I win, there is a splendid future for you.’


    Marcus did not approve of the tone of this speech, from a public enemy to the urban praetor. But he had known for some days that Caesar must soon occupy the City, and that sooner or later there would be an interview on these lines. He could compose a dignified and appropriate speech on any subject, if he had plenty of time to think it out beforehand. His answer was ready.


    ‘Within a mile of this room fell my eldest brother, fighting for the liberties of the people. My father died for the same cause. If every Roman must choose a side, then I am a Popular. But is there no middle ground, anywhere in the world? Must we all submit to the tyranny of Pompeius, or else draw our swords against him? My brother Paullus left for Capua with the Consuls; so did Junia’s half-brother, Marcus Brutus. That shows there are honest men on both sides. Can’t you even now negotiate with Pompeius?’


    ‘Not with Pompeius. The old boy has too much sense. He’s a very fine soldier, but whenever he negotiates with anyone he gets the worst of the bargain. Do you remember what the Senate did to him when he came back from Asia? He knows that if he negotiates I shall make rings round him; but if he fights he has a chance of winning. I must destroy Pompeius in battle. But that doesn’t mean that every Roman must fight in his army or mine. There is room for neutrals. For example, you haven’t heard the latest news about your brother Paullus. He left for Capua, certainly; but he never got there. He is hiding somewhere in Campania, waiting to make his peace with the victors. You can do the same, if you like.’


    ‘Pooh, Lucius Paullus,’ Junia broke in. ‘I suppose you have bribed him again. He’s not a nice man. We must do something to save my brother. You can’t bribe him to change sides.’


    ‘I would never offer a bribe to Marcus Junius Brutus,’ said Caesar soothingly. ‘He’s an honest man by trade. In fact he is so busy being honest he has no time to be sensible.’


    ‘But you won’t hurt poor brother Brutus, will you?’ Junia continued. ‘When you have beaten Pompeius you will let him come home and go on being honest in the Forum, where everyone can see him doing it? Then he will live happily until he dies of old age. He will never be dangerous to anyone.’


    ‘Darling Junia, I wouldn’t dream of hurting any child of your dear mother. She gave me my start in public life, when I was candidate for quaestor with the bloody memory of uncle Marius like a millstone round my neck. As a matter of fact I don’t want to hurt any Roman, not even Pompeius; though I suppose he will fight until I have to kill him. Anyone who is willing to be friendly will be welcome in Rome, at any stage of the war.’


    ‘Is it so certain that you will win?’ asked Marcus, nettled to see his wife so familiar with this elderly rake.


    ‘It is. I am as good a soldier as Pompeius, and a great deal luckier. I have conquered Rome in fair fight, and I shall rule in Rome for the rest of my life. Of course I shall be a constitutional ruler, holding some respected magistracy of the republic. I shall need colleagues, and you in particular. The Populars are short of respectable leaders. I’m moderately respectable myself, but I’m sorry to say my legates are not. Mind you, they are all good at their jobs, energetic and faithful and so on. But when I see them assembled at headquarters I wonder that one room can hold so much villainy. There! I don’t ask you to fight against your friends. I ask you to govern Rome while I am on campaign, to build a bridge of friendship that will bring honest Senators back to their homes.’


    ‘I consent,’ answered Marcus, sitting up in his chair with an expression of noble resolution. ‘I shall govern Rome in the name of the people and their liberties, and I do it the more gladly because you, Caesar, have promised that you will show mercy to your enemies.’


    ‘Of course I shall be merciful. I have no enemies. Some of my adversaries will be killed in battle, but none will be executed. The proscriptions ended with Sulla, and they will never come again. That is settled, then. In a few days I must be off to Brundisium. I only visited the City to pick up the money those fools left in the treasury. When Pompeius has embarked I shall come back for a few days, so that the people can elect me to some public office. At present I command my troops as proconsul in Gaul, but that doesn’t give me a legal right to post even a sentry in Italy. My next visit will put that right. You are a magistrate, and you can summon an election meeting. Well, I’ve got a lot to do today. Don’t give my escort more than one drink before they leave.’


    ‘But, surely, Caesar, you will lend me some troops? How can I govern Rome if you take the whole army to Brundisium?’ The voice of Marcus was reedy with anxiety, and he no longer looked dignified.


    ‘I don’t want to quarter troops in Rome if it can be avoided. It looks bad. I am supposed to be fighting for the liberties of the people, and if I control them with a garrison on the Capitol I shall appear ridiculous. All the same, you must have some kind of military support. Let me see. If the mob gets out of hand you must apply to my legate, Marcus Antonius. He is keeping order in Italy as a whole, and he will have a few cohorts in the neighbourhood. Let everyone know they are near, and can be summoned if need be. Then you won’t have to use them. Now that really is all. I must be getting on. By the way, if Antonius tells you that all debts are cancelled, don’t you believe a word of it. That’s what he would like to happen, but it just isn’t so.’


    ‘Good-bye, Caesar. Come back soon. And tell your soldiers to be gentle with my brother. If harm comes to him mother will never speak to you again.’ That was Junia, bidding farewell by blowing kisses, in a manner unbecoming to the wife of the urban praetor. Marcus himself bowed with ceremony, and accompanied his guest to the outer porch. The crowd in the street followed after the escort, and at last the Aemilian mansion lay quiet.


    Marcus went at once to the bath. It was early in the day to embark on the long and complicated business of bathing; but he thought most clearly while lying relaxed in hot steam, and he must do some clear thinking before he was pushed into making any further important decisions.


    As soon as he knew that Caesar was over the Rubicon he had made up his mind to work for the Popular cause; that was why he had eluded Pompeius and returned to Rome. But he had not planned to declare himself a follower of the scandalous and desperate politician; he had expected to conclude an alliance, lending the support of respectability and noble birth to a disreputable faction. Now he was not only a Caesarian; he was pledged to take orders from Marcus Antonius, a notorious rake ten years younger than himself, and, most important of all, one who had never risen higher than quaestor and tribune; therefore one who should take orders from a praetor.


    Junia had rushed him into it; it was all her fault. But then, though she was a very good wife and he loved her dearly, the influence of her unconventional childhood still hung about her. Everyone knew that Servilia, her mother, had been Caesar’s mistress in the old days. Some gossipmongers said Marcus Brutus was his son, though that was unlikely. At least Junia was the child of her legal father, old Decimus Silanus who had been Consul more than a dozen years ago; that was proved by every feature in her face. The marriage had not lasted very long, few marriages did nowadays; but Servilia had apparently been faithful while it endured. Her other husband, Marcus Brutus, had been the one to wear the horns, even though he risked, and lost, his life for the Popular cause. But Caesar had been in and out of the house, all over the drawing-room and perhaps the bedroom, while Junia was a little girl playing with her dolls. There was a really nasty story that Caesar had consoled himself with Tertulla, the youngest girl, when her mother grew too mature for his taste. Marcus did not believe it, for wickedness has its natural limits. Probably Caesar had heard the unpleasant rumour; it was just like him to go out of his way to inquire after Tertulla, to demonstrate that he was indifferent to gossip.
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